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FRANCO DONATONI:  
ENDLESS TRANSFORMATION IN THE FRANÇOISE VARIATIONEN 
EDOARDO CARPENEDO 
Boston University College of Fine Arts, 2019 
Major Professor: John H. Wallace, Assistant Professor of Music, Composition and 
Music Theory 
 
ABSTRACT 
This dissertation presents an analysis of Franco Donatoni’s Françoise Variationen 
for solo piano. The Françoise Variationen (1983–1996), a collection of forty-nine 
variations organized into seven sets of seven variations each, are an extraordinary example 
of Donatoni’s renewed inspiration and creative output during his so-called “joyous period” 
(1977–2000). The analysis presented in this dissertation has three main objectives. Firstly, 
it investigates the history of the piece, situating it in Donatoni’s life and mature 
compositional language. Secondly, it explains the algorithmic relationships between each 
variation, focusing on the first two sets of the work. Lastly, it discusses the pianistic and 
interpretative challenges found in the Françoise Variationen.  
The dissertation is divided into four chapters. The first chapter features a brief 
biography of Franco Donatoni. The second chapter discusses the history of the piece in the 
context of Donatoni’s compositional style, life, and personality. The Françoise 
Variationen stand out from Donatoni’s other compositional output; they are page-long 
variations that he composed only when he had free time. The variations provide insight 
into the composer’s newfound joy in writing music, offering an opportunity to examine the 
reasoning behind his use of variation techniques as the core of his mature language, as well 
  viii 
as illustrate his distinctive compositional procedure using “panels” and his interest in 
alchemy. The third chapter presents a musical analysis of the first two sets of the Françoise 
Variationen. The analysis describes the overall structure of each set and analyzes every 
variation individually, highlighting the algorithmic relationships that link all of the 
variations together. The analysis is based on the Ricordi edition published in 1991. The 
fourth chapter offers a commentary on performance practice and concert programming 
choices. It includes observations shared by concert pianist Dr. Jeffrey Swann in an 
interview conducted by the author on March 16, 2019. 
The ultimate goal of this dissertation is to foster a deeper understanding of the 
Françoise Variationen and to promote their inclusion in piano literature and concert 
repertoire.  
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PREFACE 
 
I was first introduced to the music of Franco Donatoni by Italian composer Mario 
Pagotto during my undergraduate studies in Italy. My knowledge of Donatoni, however, 
was limited. Although I was aware of his compositional style and had listened to recordings 
and live performances of his works (mostly for chamber ensembles), I only had access to 
fragments of his musical scores, and I had never analyzed a complete piece. 
I discovered the Françoise Variationen in October 2011 while attending a master’s 
degree program in piano performance at New York University in the studio of Dr. Jeffrey 
Swann. During that time, Dr. Swann had been commissioned to premiere the complete 
performance of the forty-nine variations at Teatro La Scala in Milan, Italy. I remember 
seeing the score of the Françoise Variationen on top of his piano before one of our lessons. 
Full of curiosity, I opened the score and felt somewhat disappointed by Donatoni’s piano 
writing, which seemed artificially organized and impersonal. A week later, after hearing 
Dr. Swann’s performance of a selection of sets from the Françoise Variationen at NYU’s 
Loewe Theatre, I realized how superficial my first impression of the piece had been. During 
the concert, I was captivated by the sudden changes of dynamics, articulations, and timbres, 
which gave each variation its own peculiar character. There was no perception of 
artificiality in the performance of the piece. The variations appeared as independent, forty-
second musical paintings made of distinct shapes and colors. 
The idea for this dissertation was sparked by my curiosity about the algorithmic 
variation techniques used by Donatoni to compose music that, while appearing mechanical 
and rigid on paper, could produce such a plethora of colors, timbres, and characters.  
  x 
TABLE OF CONTENTS 
 
DEDICATION ............................................................................................................... iv	
ACKNOWLEDGMENTS ............................................................................................... v	
ABSTRACT ..................................................................................................................vii	
PREFACE ...................................................................................................................... ix	
TABLE OF CONTENTS ................................................................................................ x	
LIST OF TABLES ...................................................................................................... xiii	
LIST OF FIGURES ...................................................................................................... xiv	
CHAPTER ONE: Donatoni’s Life ................................................................................... 1	
Brief Biography ........................................................................................................... 1	
CHAPTER TWO: A Holistic Overview of the Françoise Variationen ............................. 6	
Brief History of the Piece ............................................................................................ 6	
Françoise Variationen: A Unique Insight into Donatoni’s Artistic Mind, Composition 
Style, and Life ............................................................................................................. 8	
Donatoni’s Mature Compositional Form and How It is Applied in the Françoise 
Variationen................................................................................................................ 12	
CHAPTER THREE: Analysis of the First Two Sets of the Françoise Variationen ........ 15	
The First Set: Variations 1–7 ..................................................................................... 15	
Variation 1 ............................................................................................................. 17	
Variation 1–System of Codes ................................................................................. 19	
  xi 
Variation 2 ............................................................................................................. 22	
Variation 2–System of Codes ................................................................................. 23	
Variation 3 ............................................................................................................. 27	
Variation 3–System of Codes ................................................................................. 27	
Variation 4 ............................................................................................................. 29	
Variation 4–System of Codes ................................................................................. 30	
Variation 5 ............................................................................................................. 32	
Variation 5–System of Codes ................................................................................. 33	
Variation 6 ............................................................................................................. 35	
Variation 6–System of Codes ................................................................................. 37	
Variation 7 ............................................................................................................. 41	
Variation 7–System of Codes ................................................................................. 41	
The Second Set: Variations 8–14 ............................................................................... 45	
Variation 8 ............................................................................................................. 47	
Variation 8–System of Codes ................................................................................. 49	
Variation 9 ............................................................................................................. 52	
Variation 9–System of Codes ................................................................................. 53	
Variation 10 ........................................................................................................... 56	
Variation 10–System of Codes ............................................................................... 57	
Variation 11 ........................................................................................................... 60	
Variation 11–System of Codes ............................................................................... 61	
Variation 12 ........................................................................................................... 62	
  xii 
Variation 12–System of Codes ............................................................................... 63	
Variation 13 ........................................................................................................... 66	
Variation 13–System of Codes ............................................................................... 68	
Variation 14 ........................................................................................................... 75	
Variation 14–System of Codes ............................................................................... 77	
CHAPTER FOUR: Performance and Interpretation ....................................................... 82	
Programming and Performing the Françoise Variationen .......................................... 82	
Interpretation, Pianistic Challenges, and Performance Practice .................................. 84	
Printing and Editorial Issues in the Published Editions ............................................... 87	
APPENDIX ................................................................................................................... 91	
BIBLIOGRAPHY ....................................................................................................... 106	
VITA ........................................................................................................................... 108	
 
  
  xiii 
LIST OF TABLES 
 
Table 2.1: Françoise Variationen’s composition dates and publishing information. ......... 8	
Table 3.1: Different textures in the first set of variations. ............................................... 16	
Table 3.2: Range of the first set of variations. ................................................................ 16	
Table 3.3: Dynamic markings of the first set of variations. ............................................ 16	
Table 3.4: Metronome markings of the first set of variations.......................................... 17	
Table 3.5: Relationships of pitch classes between Variations 5 and 6. ............................ 36	
Table 3.6: Range of the second set of variations. ........................................................... 45	
Table 3.7: Dynamic markings of the second set of variations. ........................................ 45	
Table 3.8: Metronome markings of the second set of variations. .................................... 47	
 
 
  
  xiv 
LIST OF FIGURES 
 
Figure 3.1: Transformation of the first fragment of A Françoise into Group 1 of Variation 
1. ........................................................................................................................... 20	
Figure 3.2: Transformation of Group 1 into Groups 19 and 20. ...................................... 21	
Figure 3.3: Transformation of Group 21 into Group 22. ................................................. 21	
Figure 3.4: Transformation of Variation 1’s first five pitches into the beginning of 
Variation 2. ............................................................................................................ 24	
Figure 3.5: Transformation of Variation 1’s eleventh and twelfth pitches in Variation 2.25	
Figure 3.6: Transformation of Variation 1’s 28th, 29th, 30th, 31st, 32nd, 33rd, and 34th pitches 
in Variation 2. ........................................................................................................ 26	
Figure 3.7: Transformation of Variation 1’s 72nd, 73rd, 74th, 75th, 76th, and 77th pitches in 
Variation 2. ............................................................................................................ 26	
Figure 3.8: Transformation of the beginning of Variation 2 into the beginning of Variation 
3. ........................................................................................................................... 29	
Figure 3.9: Transformation of the beginning of Variation 3 into the beginning of Variation 
4. ........................................................................................................................... 31	
Figure 3.10: Transformation of the first two chords of Variation 4 into the opening chords 
of Variation 5......................................................................................................... 34	
Figure 3.11: Transformation of the beginning of Variation 4 into the beginning of Variation 
5. ........................................................................................................................... 35	
Figure 3.12: Transformation of Variation 5’s chords a and b into Variation 6’s chords A 
and B. .................................................................................................................... 38	
  xv 
Figure 3.13: Process of adding mordents to Variation 6’s chords A and J. ...................... 39	
Figure 3.14: Transformation of the beginning of Variation 5 into the beginning of Variation 
6. ........................................................................................................................... 40	
Figure 3.15: Transformation of Variation 6’s first chord into the first three notes of 
Variation 7. ............................................................................................................ 42	
Figure 3.16: Transformation of two consecutive Variation 6 chords that share the same 
pitch classes. .......................................................................................................... 44	
Figure 3.17: Transformation of the beginning of Variation 6 into the beginning of Variation 
7. ........................................................................................................................... 44	
Figure 3.18: Transformation of Variation 7’s first dyad in Variation 8. .......................... 49	
Figure 3.19: Transformation of Variation 7’s tenth dyad in Variation 8. ........................ 50	
Figure 3.20: Transformation of Variation 7’s sixteenth dyad in Variation 8. .................. 50	
Figure 3.21: Transformation of Variation 7’s twenty-eighth dyad in Variation 8. ........... 51	
Figure 3.22: Transformation of Variation 7’s thirty-second dyad in Variation 8. ............ 51	
Figure 3.23: Transformation of the second group of Variation 8’s dyads in Variation 9. 54	
Figure 3.24: Transformation of Variation 8’s first cluster in Variation 9. ....................... 54	
Figure 3.25: Transformation of Variation 8’s third cluster in Variation 9. ...................... 55	
Figure 3.26: System of transformations described in Step 2. .......................................... 55	
Figure 3.27: Grouping of Variation 9’s musical content into the source material of 
Variation 10. .......................................................................................................... 57	
Figure 3.28: Transformation of the first group of Variation 9 in Variation 10. ............... 58	
Figure 3.29: Transformation of the fifth group of Variation 9 in Variation 10. ............... 58	
  xvi 
Figure 3.30: Transformation of the eleventh group of Variation 9 in Variation 10. ......... 59	
Figure 3.31: Process of adding a chord as described in Step 2b. ..................................... 59	
Figure 3.32: Grouping of Variation 10’s musical content into the source material of 
Variation 11. .......................................................................................................... 61	
Figure 3.33: Beginning of Variation 11.......................................................................... 62	
Figure 3.34: Beginning of Variation 12.......................................................................... 64	
Figure 3.35: Transformation of Variation 10’s chords into Variation 12’s chordal 
statement. .............................................................................................................. 65	
Figure 3.36: Process of adding trills to avoid perfect octaves between scalar fragments. 66	
Figure 3.37: Process of selecting Variation 13’s source material from Variation 11. ...... 68	
Figure 3.38: Register of each group of dyads or notes in Variation 13............................ 68	
Figure 3.39: Table illustrating the transformation process used to create the first two 
systems of Variation 13. ........................................................................................ 69	
Figure 3.40: Statement of the first six rows in the first system of Variation 13. .............. 70	
Figure 3.41: Relationship between the musical content of the first and third systems of 
Variation 13. .......................................................................................................... 71	
Figure 3.42: Transformation procedure used to pair together dyads and individual notes of 
the first system with the third system. .................................................................... 72	
Figure 3.43: Transformation process of the first chord of the second panel into the first 
group of the third panel in Variation 13.................................................................. 74	
Figure 3.44: Transformation of Variation 12’s chordal section into the first chordal group 
of Variation 14. ...................................................................................................... 77	
  xvii 
Figure 3.45: Process of manipulating the pitch content of each chord as described in Step 
2. ........................................................................................................................... 78	
Figure 3.46: Ending of the transformation process described in Step 3 and beginning of the 
manipulation explained in Step 4. .......................................................................... 79	
Figure 3.47: Ending of the transformation process described in Step 4 and beginning of the 
manipulation explained in Step 5. .......................................................................... 80	
 
 
  
1 
CHAPTER ONE: 
Donatoni’s Life1 
 
Brief Biography 
 Composer Franco Donatoni was born on June 9, 1927, in Verona, Italy.2 His early 
life and studies were negatively affected by the unstable political situation in Italy. In just 
three decades, from 1920 to 1950, Italy saw the rise to power of the fascist party led by 
Mussolini, the Second World War, and the end of the monarchy. Due to the problematic 
political climate, Donatoni was not able to attend school regularly, and most of his studies 
were done at home. The composer had a lonely childhood, dominated by the figure of his 
protective and caring mother. The complex relationship with his mother played an 
important role in the development of Donatoni’s personality: “Mother worried only about 
external things; she was not capable of comprehending the substantial things that could 
cause damage in the development of my personality.”3 Donatoni’s life was characterized 
by recurring depressive episodes. He recalls his first nervous breakdown occurring at age 
six: 
At the age of six, I had a childhood neurosis. I was in first grade, and I had 
just learned how to write, but I already had to keep records. […] I felt the 
need to check and mark everything: how many sips of coffee and milk I had 
                                               
1 In this chapter and in the following chapters, unless otherwise indicated, all translations 
from sources in Italian were made by the author. 
2 The biographical sources used in this chapter are: Grabriella Mazzola Nangeroni, Franco 
Donatoni (Milan: Targa Italiana, 1989); Enzo Restagno, “Un’autobiografia dell’autore 
raccontata da Enzo Restagno,” in Donatoni (Turin: EDT, 1990); Renzo Cresti, Franco 
Donatoni (Milan: Sulvini Zerboni, 1982). 
3  Enzo Restagno, “Un’autobiografia dell’autore raccontata da Enzo Restagno,” in 
Donatoni (Turin: EDT, 1990), 13. 
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in the morning, how many seeds were in the orange I ate at noon. There 
were a number of things that I felt I had to check and keep records of.4 
 
These words are a testament to the composer’s need to achieve order in his life, which 
evolved into the adoption of algorithmic transformation techniques in his mature 
compositional style. 
Encouraged by his parents, Donatoni began taking violin lessons at the age of 
seven, without, however, showing an innate aptitude for music. Playing the violin did not 
come naturally to him, and he failed the aural skills exam on his first attempt. Donatoni’s 
true musical interest was not in performing music, but in composing. Composition offered 
the young Donatoni an escape from his dull daily life; it was a manifestation of his 
imagination and creative power: “During my long Sunday walks, I would daydream and 
compose long symphonies and other wonderful pieces, all in my head.”5 In 1942, Donatoni 
began studying music theory and composition at the Civico Liceo Musicale in Verona with 
Pietro Bottagisio, who encouraged him to pursue a career as a composer. 
It was only after the proclamation of the Italian Republic in 1946 that Donatoni was 
able to receive a more comprehensive musical education. He began his undergraduate 
studies in composition at the Milan Conservatory with Ettore Desderi, but, unhappy, he 
transferred to the Bologna Conservatory in 1947. Here, he studied under the tutelage of 
Adone Zecchi and Lino Liviabella, receiving degrees in band orchestration (1949), choral 
conducting (1950), and composition (1951).  
In 1951, Donatoni met Italian composer Goffredo Petrassi, who became one of the 
                                               
4 Ibid., 13. 
5 Ibid., 11. 
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most influential figures in Donatoni’s musical and personal life. In the same year, Donatoni 
moved to Rome to study with Ildebrando Pizzetti at the Accademia Nazionale di Santa 
Cecilia, graduating with a diploma in composition in 1953. 
His early works were profoundly influenced by Bartók’s music, which he 
discovered and appreciated by listening to a radio program curated by Guido Turchi. The 
influences of Bartók and Petrassi can be clearly observed in Donatoni’s Concertino per 
archi, ottoni e timpani solista (1952), which won the 1952 International Competition 
organized by Radio Luxembourg.6 
 In 1953, Donatoni met Italian composer Bruno Maderna. His interaction with 
Maderna sparked a compositional crisis. Donatoni realized his compositional language, 
which was rooted in Bartók’s and Petrassi’s music, was outdated:  
I realized I was using a language that was not mine, and that I was unable 
to outgrow. It belonged to my fathers, actually to my grandfathers. I was 
not aware of serialism, and whenever I would hear Schoenberg’s music 
played on the radio, I would turn it off. I did not like his music, I could not 
understand it. I knew I had to change but I did not know how.7 
 
Maderna introduced Donatoni to the music of Mahler, Webern, and Schoenberg, 
and encouraged him to get involved in the music circle of Darmstadt. In the summer of 
1954, Donatoni frequented the Internationale Ferienkurse für Neue Musik, attending 
                                               
6 Donatoni’s early works were published by Zanibon (Padua, Italy). All pieces composed 
between 1958 and 1976 were released by Suvini-Zerboni (Milan, Italy). Since 1977, 
Donatoni’s music has been published exclusively by Ricordi (Milan, Italy). 
7 Restagno, “Un’autobiografia dell’autore raccontata da Enzo Restagno,” in Donatoni, 16–
17. 
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classes conducted by Ernst Krenek and René Leibowitz.8 After studying the scores of 
Leibowitz’s La musique de douze sons and Schoenberg’s Variations for Orchestra, Op. 31, 
Donatoni concluded that serialism was the only viable compositional language. 
 In 1959, Donatoni’s firm belief in structuralism and serialism began to wobble 
under the appeal of John Cage’s aleatoric theories. Donatoni first met Cage in Milan, 
during Cage’s stay at Luciano Berio’s home. Donatoni’s recollection of that first encounter 
showcases how he felt both repulsed and attracted by Cage’s personality: 
Cage’s obsession with Zen and his [bizarre] behaviors irritated me; I hated 
him because I felt he would destroy music, but, as always happens to me, 
when I hate something I actually end up falling for it.9 
 
Donatoni began incorporating indeterminacy into his music and using graphic 
notation in pieces such as Per Orchestra (1962), Quartetto IV – Zrcadlo (1963), and Babai, 
Asar and Black and White (1964). Donatoni felt, however, very conflicted about the use of 
aleatoric techniques, which were so incongruous with his personality and compositional 
credo. The disillusion created by using a language that he could not fully embrace, 
combined with a severe nervous breakdown in 1973,10 brought the composer to the drastic 
decision to give up composing in 1975.  
In 1976, Donatoni, pressured by his wife, accepted a chamber work commission 
from the Accademia Chigiana (Siena, Italy). From then on, Donatoni’s compositional voice 
                                               
8 Donatoni returned to Darmstadt in the summers of 1956, 1958, and 1961. At Darmstadt, 
he met and interacted with Stockhausen and Boulez, whom Donatoni held in the highest 
regard.  
9 Restagno, “Un’autobiografia dell’autore raccontata da Enzo Restagno,” in Donatoni, 19. 
10  In 1973, Donatoni’s personality was altered by the side effects of Parmodalin, a 
medication used to treat severe depression. In the same year, he suffered from the passing 
of both his mother and his mentor, Bruno Maderna. 
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matured into a style that, though preserving traits and techniques from his previous works, 
the composer finally felt was his own. Donatoni’s renewed inspiration and joy in 
composing brought about a new bloom of creativity that lasted until the very end of his 
life; in this period, he composed more than one hundred works for solo instruments, 
chamber ensembles, and orchestra.  
Donatoni was also a sought-after teacher. He had a hectic and prestigious teaching 
career in Italy. He taught music theory and counterpoint at the Bologna Conservatory 
(1953–1955) and at the Milan Conservatory (1955–1966). He served as professor of 
composition at the Turin Conservatory (1966–1968) and at the Milan Conservatory (1969–
1978). He taught seminars at the Accademia Chigiana (1970–1999), served as professor of 
composition at the Accademia Santa Cecilia in Rome (1978–1994), and was on faculty at 
the University of Bologna’s Disciplina delle arti, musica e spettacolo (1971–1985). In 
addition, Donatoni led masterclasses and seminars in Europe, Asia, North America, and 
Australia. He completed a one-year residency at the Deutscher Akademischer 
Austauschdienst in Berlin in 1972. In 1979, he was invited by the Department of Italian 
Studies of the College of Letters and Science at the University of California, Berkeley, to 
hold the position of chair of Italian culture. Moreover, Donatoni presented lectures in 
France, Israel, the Netherlands, Switzerland, Spain, Australia, and Mexico.  
Donatoni suffered from diabetes and other conditions, and his health severely 
deteriorated in the last years of his life. He died in Milan on August 17, 2000.  
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CHAPTER TWO: 
A Holistic Overview of the Françoise Variationen 
 
Brief History of the Piece 
 The Françoise Variationen (1983–1996) are a collection of forty-nine variations 
organized into seven sets of seven variations each. This work is an extraordinary example 
of Donatoni’s renewed inspiration and creative output during his so-called “joyous period” 
(1977–2000).11 During the thirteen years in which he wrote the Françoise Variationen, 
Donatoni composed more than eighty pieces for solo instrument, chamber music, and 
orchestra. 
Donatoni explains, in an interview with Enzo Restagno,12 how the conception of 
the Françoise Variationen was prompted by the request of Françoise Peri, an admirer of 
Donatoni’s music, to have a manuscript page that she could frame and display in her 
personal collection. This request led to the composition of a one-page piano piece, titled A 
Françoise which would then become the source material and inspiration for the Françoise 
Variationen. A Françoise was first published in Piano Time, a monthly Italian music 
magazine, in 1983. In 1988, Ricordi included this work in Fogli d’Album, a thirteen-piece 
                                               
11 Bradley David Decker uses the term “Joyful Period” to refer to Donatoni’s compositional 
period from 1977 to 2000 in a doctoral dissertation titled “Preserving the Fragment: 
Techniques and Traits of Franco Donatoni’s Joyous Period (1977 to 2000).” Donatoni 
himself states that composition, starting in 1977, became a joyful and intellectually playful 
activity for him in an interview with Italian critic Restagno (“Un’autobiografia dell’autore 
raccontata da Enzo Restagno,” in Donatoni). 
12 Restagno, “Un’autobiografia dell’autore raccontata da Enzo Restagno” in Donatoni, 60. 
 
  
7 
collection that features short piano works composed by various Italian composers. 13 
Besides Donatoni, Fogli d’Album includes compositions by Giacomo Manzoni, Ada 
Gentile, Lorenzo Ferrero, Armando Gentilucci, Paolo Renosto, Sylvano Bussotti, Rosario 
Mirigliano, Goffredo Petrassi, Niccolò Castiglioni, Paolo Castaldi, Claudio Ambrosini, and 
Camillo Togni.14  
Donatoni began the composition of the first set of the Françoise Variationen shortly 
after completing A Françoise and dedicated it to Françoise Peri’s husband, Italian film 
critic Aldo Tassone. The first variation features several quotations from A Françoise, 
making it readily apparent that the latter acts as the source for the musical material of the 
former. Moreover, Donatoni decided, as he had done in A Françoise, to limit the musical 
content of each variation to the number of notes he could fit on one page. This rule provided 
a physical limitation to the creative power of the composer; regardless of whether the 
statement of the algorithmic transformation is complete, each variation is halted at the end 
of the page through the use of a breath mark. 
 The Françoise Variationen are published by Ricordi in four volumes. The first four 
sets are collected into a single book. The last three sets are available only as copies of 
Donatoni’s handwritten final manuscripts. Each set has its own dedication; the dedicatees 
include some of the most prominent Italian pianists of the last two decades of the twentieth 
century: Massimiliano Damerini, Maria Isabella De Carli, Delia Pizzardi, Giuseppe 
                                               
13 Ricordi is an Italian publishing company founded in Milan, Italy, in 1808 by Giovanni 
Ricordi. 
14 The Ricordi Catalog Number of Fogli d’Album is 134437. 
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Scotese, and Maria Grazia Bellocchio. The fourth set was commissioned by “Opera Prima-
Philips” National Piano Competition in 1989. 
The table below provides information on the various sets: 
Number of Set Year of Publication Dedicatees15 Volume Archive 
Number 
Set 1 1983 Aldo Tassone NR 135604 
Set 2 1987 Massimiliano Damerini NR 135604 
Set 3 1987 Maria Isabella De Carli NR 135604 
Set 4 1989 Delia Pizzardi NR 135604 
Set 5 1994 A Renzo e Marcella NR 136696 
Set 6 1995 Giuseppe Scotese NR 137204 
Set 7 1996 Maria Grazia Bellocchio NR 137546 
Table 2.1: Françoise Variationen’s composition dates and publishing information. 
 
 
Françoise Variationen: A Unique Insight into Donatoni’s Artistic Mind, 
Composition Style, and Life 
The Françoise Variationen stand out from the rest of Donatoni’s musical output as 
a unique work. Firstly, they were composed over the course of thirteen years—an unusually 
long time for Donatoni, who would typically complete a work within a few years. Donatoni 
envisioned them as an ongoing project, an endless series of pages that he would write only 
                                               
15 The names of the dedicatees are given as found printed in the score. 
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during his spare time: “The Françoise Variationen constitute an endless series of pages 
that I write one a day, but only when I have a day off!”16 
Therefore, the Françoise Variationen are a result of Donatoni’s need to keep 
himself occupied with composing, a need that would even trump the desire to complete a 
score: “The purpose of completing the work is, in fact, secondary: what I really want to do 
is to work.”17 	
The variations embody Donatoni’s true essence as a composer. He began writing 
the Françoise Variationen as a way to rebel against the hectic and tiring daily schedule of 
his various duties as teacher, composer, and editor. By adopting the rule of writing only 
one page per variation, Donatoni provided himself with a viable and realistic goal that 
motivated him to make time for composing, and, most importantly, to constantly 
experiment and refine his compositional techniques. Donatoni himself described the 
Françoise Variationen as a travel diary, because he composed them mostly during his 
travels: 
The Françoise Variationen were mostly written during my travels. Each 
variation is limited to one page, because a page was the easiest thing to carry 
with me, it was the right quantity to be written during my staying in a hotel, 
during the span of 4–5 days, while I was still doing other things. 
[…] The variations are linked to my daily experience: bringing always only 
a page with me, no more, no less.18 
 
                                               
16 Restagno, “Un’autobiografia dell’autore raccontata da Enzo Restagno,” in Donatoni, 44. 
17 Ibid., 52. 
18 Rocco De Cia, “Franco Donatoni. Ritratto di un Musicista. Estetica, Composizione, 
Insegnamento” (Doctoral thesis, Università degli Studi di Udine, Italy, 2012), OpenUniud 
(http://hdl.handle.net/10990/139), 241. 
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Secondly, the overall structure of the piece provides insight into Donatoni’s interest 
in alchemy and numerology. It is difficult to assess whether the composer had originally 
envisioned the piece as exactly forty-nine variations, or whether the work was an ongoing 
project that happened to be halted at variation forty-nine.19 However, the fact that the 
Françoise Variationen are built around the number seven cannot be dismissed as a simple 
coincidence. 
The composer felt that the number seven, and its alchemical meaning,20 played an 
important role in his life. He would refer to his own life in periods of seven years each,21 
with each period usually ending with a personal or artistic crisis that would then lead to a 
new bloom of creativity and positivity. Therefore, the seven-based structure of the 
Françoise Variationen further shows how personally invested Donatoni was in this work, 
making clear how he envisioned this piece as an opportunity for self-exploration and 
musical experimentation. 
Lastly, the inclusion of the word Variationen in the title of the piece is unique. It is 
the only time Donatoni labels one of his compositions as variations, even though variation 
techniques are at the core of almost all of his pieces. The peculiarity of Donatoni’s mature 
                                               
19 In an interview dated 1990, Restagno asks Donatoni how many sets of the Françoise 
Variationen he had completed and tells him he would expect the composer to write a total 
of seven sets. Donatoni replies he has currently completed five sets and vaguely agrees 
with Restagno’s idea of completing a total of seven sets. See Restagno, “Un’autobiografia 
dell’autore raccontata da Enzo Restagno,” in Donatoni, 60. 
20 In alchemy, the number seven is described as the sum of the spiritual number three and 
the material number four. See Ian Stewart, “Number symbolism,” Encyclopædia 
Britannica, last modified January 19, 2018, https://www.britannica.com/topic/number-
symbolism. 
21 Restagno, “Un’autobiografia dell’autore raccontata da Enzo Restagno,” in Donatoni, 7. 
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style is the continuous re-reading of his own previous musical material.22 In Donatoni, the 
musical material undergoes continuous algorithmic transformations which, as in a series of 
endless variations, link all his individual works together. 
Donatoni worked like an artisan: his music is the result of a lengthy and organized 
process aimed at bypassing the ego and demystifying the creative process by focusing on 
the material and not on the creator. His inventive mind can be observed not only in how 
the algorithms manipulate the musical material but especially in how these codes are 
conceived. Donatoni strove to completely avoid the aleatoric principles of Cage’s music, 
which he had briefly embraced in the 1960s. Donatoni sought order, both in his personal 
life and in his compositions. He believed order could be achieved by forcing the musical 
material to go through extremely artificial manipulations that would eventually be 
perceived as natural by listeners.23 Donatoni’s hectic personal life played an important role 
in the composer’s decision to rely heavily on variation techniques in his music: “The busy 
schedule of my personal life forced me to use the variation form as a compositional tool; I 
could not have done it any other way.” 24  Algorithmic transformations allowed the 
composer to productively use the limited time he had available to write music. Moreover, 
the symbiotic process of creating and applying an algorithmic code perfectly embodied his 
                                               
22  Donatoni says his “re-reading” compositional procedure was inspired by observing 
Maderna compose firsthand in 1953. Restagno, “Un’autobiografia dell’autore raccontata 
da Enzo Restagno” in Donatoni, 6. 
23 Ibid., 53. 
24 Rocco De Cia, “Franco Donatoni. Ritratto di un Musicista. Estetica, Composizione, 
Insegnamento” (Doctoral thesis, Università degli Studi di Udine, Italy, 2012), OpenUniud 
(http://hdl.handle.net/10990/139), 241. 
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motto of “thinking by doing, doing by thinking.”25 
From an analytical perspective, the Françoise Variationen offer incredible insight 
into Donatoni’s compositional craft and constitute an invaluable compendium of the 
algorithmic transformations he would apply to his music. It is also possible to appreciate 
how Donatoni reinterpreted operations typical of serial music, such as symmetries, pitch 
and interval aggregates, and inversions, and incorporated them into his own original 
compositional style. 
 
Donatoni’s Mature Compositional Form and How It is Applied in the Françoise 
Variationen 
Donatoni’s compositions from his late and mature period have a peculiar structure. 
They are comprised of individual sections, which he called “panels”, recognizable and 
differentiated by the distinct inherent characters of their textures, dynamics, and rhythmic 
structures. He defines this compositional practice as a “compositional procedure using 
panels,”26 and further describes it as his own interpretation of Stockhausen’s moment-
form.27 Donatoni clarifies the purpose of these panels by using the following metaphor: as 
the light segments that represent the time in a digital clock freeze each moment into place, 
similarly the panels present a timeless musical instant that is freed from the concept of 
development as used, for example, in classical sonatas.28  
                                               
25 Restagno, “Un’autobiografia dell’autore raccontata da Enzo Restagno,” in Donatoni, 40. 
26 Ibid., 24. 
27 Ibid. 
28 Ibid. 
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The musical content of each panel is derived by processing the musical material 
through a system of codes that allows the essence of the material to be maintained while 
endlessly changing its form. Donatoni abstractly refers to the succession of panels as a 
spiral movement: the original form is gradually corrupted via manipulations and can never 
appear again. It is important to note that Donatoni considered as musical material not only 
the pitch content per se, but also the relationship between the pitches of a given collection. 
In the words of the composer: “For musical material I do not mean, for example, the two 
notes C and D, but the relationship between C and D.” 29 
 Donatoni considered the act of writing and composing a practical activity. The goal 
of each manipulation was decided by his intuition, but it was his intellect that enabled him 
to code the systematic transformations needed to accomplish the desired result. Donatoni 
explains how he would, intuitively, choose a code in an instant. However, the process of 
discovering the different ways the code and sub-codes could be articulated was a lengthy 
one. This could only be done by physically writing out the music.30 
In the Françoise Variationen, most variations consist of a single panel. Donatoni 
states that each set can be played individually. Each pianist can select the number of sets 
they would like to perform and choose how to organize them. The composer, however, 
states that the variations within a set are not interchangeable and should be played in the 
written order.31  
                                               
29 Ibid., 27.  
30 Ibid., 40. 
31 Ibid., 60. 
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In a discussion with Restagno on how the material is used and transformed in the 
Françoise Variationen, Donatoni explains that the piece follows a total-variation model 
built upon a concatenated relationship of seven variations: 
The material stays the same in the first cycle; the second is based on the 
corresponding material of the first cycle. Therefore, the material of number 
1 will be that of number 8, the one of 2 will become that of 9, and so on.32 
 
The analysis presented in the following chapter proves that, with a few exceptions, 
all variations from the first two sets are linked together by a system of codes in a linear and 
consecutive way, showing how the material of the last variation of a set can be related to 
the opening variation of the following set by using an algorithmic transformation. 
 
                                               
32 Ibid. 
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CHAPTER THREE: 
Analysis of the First Two Sets of the Françoise Variationen 
 
 This chapter features a musical analysis of the first two sets of the Françoise 
Variationen. The analysis describes the overall structure of each set and analyzes every 
variation individually, highlighting the algorithmic relationships that link all of the 
variations together. The analysis is based on the Ricordi edition published in 1991.33  
 
The First Set: Variations 1–7 
The opening set of the Françoise Variationen has seven variations. Donatoni treats 
each variation as an individual panel. Even though it may not be apparent at first, Donatoni 
organized the seven variations into a cohesive work. An analysis of how the texture, 
register, dynamics, and tempo markings unfold throughout the set makes it clear that 
Donatoni carefully planned the structure of the set and adapted the system of codes between 
variations to achieve his preconceived model. 
As can be observed in the table below, Donatoni explores different types of textures 
in the first set. The first two variations are monophonic in texture, while the fourth, fifth, 
and sixth are chordal. The third variation serves as a transition point, featuring a mix of 
                                               
33 This volume includes the first four sets. The Ricordi catalog number is NR 135604 and 
the ISMN is 979-0-041-35604-4. Please note that the one-page limit applies only to 
Donatoni’s manuscripts, while the Ricordi printed edition of the first four sets stretches the 
music over two pages to comply with their standard editorial viewpoint. 
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both textures. The closing variation gives the set a cyclical form by blending the 
characteristics explored in the previous six variations. 
Variations 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Textures 
monophonic 
and 
pointillistic 
scalar 
with 
occasional 
dyads 
scalar 
with 
occasional 
chords 
chordal 
monophonic 
with 
dyads/trichords 
Table 3.1: Different textures in the first set of variations. 
 
At the same time, the register undergoes a process of expansion throughout the set. 
In the first three variations, all the pitches are compressed between F♯3 and B5.34 The fourth 
variation, the central point of the set, features an extension of both high and low registers. 
The music, then, gradually rises from one extreme of the piano to the other. The fifth 
variation features pitches between A0 and B3, while the last variation has all its notes 
between F♯4 and F7.  
Variations 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Registers F♯3–B5 F♯3–B5 F♯3–B5 F♯1–F♯6 A0–B3 A♯3–D♭7 F♯4–F7 
Table 3.2: Range of the first set of variations. 
 
Simultaneously, the dynamics increase incrementally from variation to variation, 
ranging from ppp to ff as illustrated in the table below. 
Variations 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Dynamics ppp pp, sempre p; pp 
p; mp; 
mf 
pp, 
secco; ff 
mf, sempre; 
ff; mp; p 
ff, 
sempre 
Table 3.3: Dynamic markings of the first set of variations. 
                                               
34 For the purpose of this analysis, “Middle C” equals C4.  
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Lastly, the rhythmic structure of all the variations is based on patterns of thirty-
second notes and rests. Donatoni uses uncommon metronome markings whose integers are 
derived in increments of eleven, starting from sixty-six. The metronome markings 
underline a symmetry on variation four, as shown in the following table: 
Variations 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Metronome 
Markings ♩=88 ♩=99 ♩=77 ♩=66 ♩=77 ♪=99 ♩=88 
Table 3.4: Metronome markings of the first set of variations. 
 
 
Variation 1 
The first variation consists of successions of slurred thirty-second notes interrupted 
by rests. Donatoni places the beams of the notes between staffs, emphasizing that all 
beamed pitches belong to the same group. Slurs are notated in an unusual way, using a 
wavy line that wraps together notes from both staffs and crosses over the middle beams. 
By doing so, Donatoni perhaps meant to suggest how the pianist should split the notes 
between hands. 
The whole variation is marked ppp. Donatoni restates the ppp indication at the 
beginning of each group of slurred thirty-second notes interrupted by a rest equal to or 
longer than an eighth-note rest.  
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It is important to note that the material of this variation is, however, not original. It 
is derived from the short piano piece A Françoise.35 The first nine groups of slurred thirty-
second notes open with exact quotations of the monophonic melodies featured in A 
Françoise.36 Each statement of quoted notes is followed by new notes. Donatoni selects 
these new pitches by applying a system of transformations that exploits the intervallic 
content of the quoted groups of notes from A Françoise. The musical content of the tenth 
through twentieth groups is derived by stating the retrograde of the music featured at the 
beginning of Variation 1, starting from the last note of the fourth group.37 Finally, the last 
three slurred groups of Variation 1 are composed by applying a system of transformations 
that combines the procedures utilized to select the pitch content of the previous twenty 
groups. 
In the first variation, all the pitches have a fixed register. Donatoni maintains, with 
only one exception, the same fixed register he had originally used for the monophonic lines 
in the first four systems of A Françoise. The exception is pitch class B, which in this 
variation is always notated as B5 and, thus, is the highest-sounding pitch of the variation. 
Donatoni organizes the different pitch classes in the following registers: F♯3, G3, B♭3, C♯4, 
D4, E♭4, F4, G♯4, A4, C5, E5, and B5. The pointillistic texture, emphasized by the use of 
fixed register, gives this variation a volatile, yet persuasive, character. 
 
                                               
35 For more information regarding A Françoise, see Chapter Two. 
36 Donatoni only uses the monodic melodies of A Françoise as source material, discarding 
all repeated pitches, chords, and grace-note clusters.  
37 For the purpose of Variation 1’s analysis, numbers are used to refer to each group of 
Variation 1’s slurred thirty-second notes.  
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Variation 1–System of Codes 
Preparatory Procedures: 
1. Consider the first four systems of A Françoise the source material. Disregard all 
repeated notes, chords, and grace-note clusters.  
2. Divide the pitch content of A Françoise into fragments, with each fragment ending 
with the first note of beamed-together sections of repeated thirty-second notes: 
Fragment 1 = A4, C5, C♯4, E5, B♭3, F♯3, and F4; Fragment 2 = C5, D4, C♯4, E5, F♯3, 
and F4; et cetera. This process will result in a total of nine fragments. 
3. Maintain the fixed register derived from A Françoise, featuring pitch class B as B5. 
The resulting fixed register is: F♯3, G3, B♭3, C♯4, D4, E♭4, F4, G♯4, A4, C5, E5, and 
B5. 
Transformations: 
1. State all nine fragments as independent statements of consecutive slurred thirty-
second notes, adding to each fragment new notes according to the rules listed 
below. 
a. The pitch classes of the new notes are selected by stating, in reverse order, the 
succession of ascending intervals created by the pitch classes of each fragment, 
starting from the last note of the fragment. All new notes have the value of a 
thirty-second note and are slurred together with the notes quoted from A 
Françoise (Figure 3.1).38 
                                               
38 There is one exception to this transformation. Donatoni adds an extra F4 at the end of 
Variation 1’s first slurred group. In doing so, the first group begins with pitch A and ends 
with F, creating a symbolic reference to the initials of A Françoise. 
  
20 
 
Figure 3.1: Transformation of the first fragment of A Françoise into Group 1 of 
Variation 1. 
 
b. Use rests to separate the groups of slurred thirty-second notes created in Step 
1a. The duration of each rest is equal to the duration of the groups of repeated 
thirty-second notes, or rests, that directly precede the quoted fragment in A 
Françoise, with some exceptions. For example, between Groups 4 and 5, 
Donatoni only considers the group of repeated notes featured after the last 
grace-note cluster. 
2. Once the manipulations discussed in Step 1 have been applied to all of A 
Françoise’s fragments, begin a new system of transformations. State the retrograde 
of the musical content of the first four slurred groups, starting from the last note of 
Group 4. Place a thirty-second-note rest between each group. Further divide the 
pitch content of all new groups, using thirty-second-note rests, to avoid the 
repetition of a pitch class within the same group (Figure 3.2). Step 2 will produce a 
total of eleven new groups (Groups 10–20).  
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Figure 3.2: Transformation of Group 1 into Groups 19 and 20. 
 
3. Once the transformation described in Step 2 is complete, state a new group (Group 
21) of slurred thirty-second notes preceded by a thirty-second-note rest. The pitch 
content of the new group is selected by stating the notes of Group 20, omitting the 
first note (F4). 
4. State a new group (Group 22) of slurred thirty-second notes preceded by a thirty-
second-note rest. The pitches of the new group are selected by stating, in reverse 
order, the succession of ascending intervals created by the pitch classes of Group 
21. Use the last note of Group 21 as the first pitch of Group 22 (Figure 3.3). 
 
Figure 3.3: Transformation of Group 21 into Group 22. 
 
5. State a new group (Group 23) of slurred thirty-second notes preceded by a thirty-
second-note rest. The pitch content of the new group is selected by stating the notes 
of Group 22, omitting the first note (A4). 
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Special Procedures: 
1. Apply the dynamic ppp to the beginning of the variation. 
2. Apply the dynamic ppp to each slurred group of thirty-second notes preceded by a 
pause longer than a thirty-second-note rest. 
3. Apply the metronome marking of 88 bpm, in which the quarter note gets the beat. 
 
Variation 2 
 The second variation is characterized by a continuous scalar motion of thirty-
second notes, briefly interrupted twice by a thirty-second-note rest. The ascending and 
descending octatonic scales give this variation a wavy and flowing character that is in clear 
contrast with the previous one. Donatoni achieves this effect by using an algorithmic 
transformation that manipulates the music of the first variation, adding new notes and 
changing its monophonic texture via the addition of sporadic dyads. 
In the second variation, octatonic scales fill the distance between specific ordered 
pitches derived from the first variation. The octatonic scales are connected to one another 
by pairing together the last note of each scale with the first of the following one. Donatoni’s 
decision to use an octatonic scale as a technique to create new music provides insight into 
the way the composer chose his codes. Donatoni’s transformations always start from a 
deeper understanding of the original material, which is gradually transformed through a 
process that Restagno defines as “inner germination.”40 The system of codes used in this 
variation showcases this principle. The first six pitches of A Françoise, and therefore the 
                                               
40 Restagno, “Un’autobiografia dell’autore raccontata da Enzo Restagno,” in Donatoni, 25. 
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beginning of Variation 1’s first group of slurred thirty-second notes, is an incomplete 
statement of an unordered octatonic collection: A, C, C♯, E, B♭, and F♯. Donatoni takes 
this inner property of the original material and uses it to create new music in the second 
variation. Although the algorithm adds new musical material, the limitation of writing only 
one page per variation causes part of the musical content of the first variation to be lost. 
Only 112 pitches out of 249 from the first variation are manipulated by the system of codes 
before Variation 2 abruptly halts, articulated by a breath mark. 
 The second variation shares several common characteristics with the previous one. 
The range is still G3–B5, although pitches are no longer locked into a fixed register and the 
whole chromatic spectrum can be used. As in Variation 1, all of the notes have the value 
of a thirty-second note and need to be played legato, since each scale features a slur that 
begins on the first note and ends on the last one. The only dynamic marking is provided at 
the beginning of the piece: pp, sempre. The second variation is, therefore, slightly louder 
than the first one. It maintains, however, the same flat and steady character by avoiding the 
use of any other expression or dynamic markings, such as crescendo, diminuendo, or 
accents. 
 
Variation 2–System of Codes 
Preparatory Procedures: 
1. Discard the rests from Variation 1.  
2. Consider the pitches from Variation 1 the source material. 
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3. Maintain the order, duration, and register of Variation 1’s pitches as originally 
featured.41 
Transformations: 
1. Fill the interval between Variation 1’s notes a and b using an octatonic scalar 
fragment beginning with the interval of a minor second. Then, pair b and c into a 
dyad. 
2. Repeat the same process starting from note c. Fill the interval between c and d using 
an octatonic scalar fragment beginning with the interval of a minor second. Then, 
pair d and e into a dyad. 
3. Keep repeating this transformation until there is no space left to write on the page. 
Figure 3.4 illustrates the transformation described in Steps 1, 2, and 3: 
 
Figure 3.4: Transformation of Variation 1’s first five pitches into the beginning of 
Variation 2. 
  
                                               
41 For the purpose of Variation 2’s analysis, Variation 1’s pitches will be referred to using 
letters in italics. Letters do not indicate the pitch, but only the order in which notes are 
presented. Example: first note = a, second note = b, third note = c, et cetera. 
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Special Procedures: 
1. If the interval between two notes cannot be filled precisely with an octatonic scale 
fragment that starts with a minor second, stop the scalar motion at the closest 
possible pitch to the ending second note. As an example, this practice can be 
observed between pitches k and l (Figure 3.5). 
 
Figure 3.5: Transformation of Variation 1’s eleventh and twelfth pitches in Variation 
2. 
 
2. Three ordered notes (a, b, and c), in which the general algorithm would connect a 
and b with an octatonic scale fragment and pair b and c into a dyad, would not pair 
b and c into a dyad if c can be reached via scalar motion from b without changing 
the direction (ascending or descending) of the scale that links a and b together. If c 
fits in the octatonic pattern of the scalar motion between a and b, continue the same 
octatonic scalar fragment until it reaches c. Repeat this procedure for any of the 
following notes that fit these criteria (Figure 3.6). 
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Figure 3.6: Transformation of Variation 1’s 28th, 29th, 30th, 31st, 32nd, 33rd, and 34th 
pitches in Variation 2. 
 
If c does not fit in the octatonic pattern of the scalar motion between a and b, stop 
the succession at the closest possible note to c. In this case, if c is followed by a 
note d that fits the criteria illustrated in this step, fill the distance between c and d 
with an octatonic fragment starting with a minor-second interval (Figure 3.7). 
 
Figure 3.7: Transformation of Variation 1’s 72nd, 73rd, 74th, 75th, 76th, and 77th pitches 
in Variation 2. 
 
3. Apply the metronome marking of 99 bpm, in which the quarter note gets the beat. 
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Variation 3 
 The third variation has a fragmented character. Donatoni processes the musical 
material presented in the previous variation through a system of transformations that 
completely disrupts the flowing and organized character of the second variation. In this 
variation, Donatoni utilizes all the musical material presented in the second variation. It is 
interesting, however, to note how the chord that ends the third variation is obtained by 
combining the last and first dyads of the second variation, giving Variation 3 a cyclical 
structure. 
On the surface, the third variation appears chaotic and unpredictable. Frequent 
thirty-second-note rests separate, in a rhythmically inconsistent manner, chords and short 
chunks of octatonic scales. The turbulent character of this variation is emphasized by the 
continuous alternation of different dynamics and articulations. All the chords are marked 
p and staccato, while the brief monophonic scalar statements, which can be either staccato 
or legato, are pp. Donatoni’s music in this work, however, is always the result of an 
organized system of transformations, and this variation is no exception.  
The system of codes below explains how Donatoni achieves this apparent erratic 
quality by processing the musical content of the second variation via algorithmic 
transformations. 
 
Variation 3–System of Codes 
Preparatory Procedures: 
1. Discard all the rests from Variation 2. 
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2. Consider the pitches from Variation 2 the source material. 
3. Maintain the order, duration, and register of Variation 2’s pitches as they originally 
appear. 
Transformations: 
1. Pair the first and second dyads of Variation 2 into a single chord and add a thirty-
second-note rest before and after the chord. Then, state the notes that are featured 
between the first and second dyads of the second variation. Considering that each 
pitch class can be used only once, omit the notes that are already part of the chord 
or featured twice in different registers in Variation 2’s scalar fragment. Replace the 
omitted note(s) with a thirty-second-note rest. Pauses cannot be longer than a thirty-
second-note rest. Use only one thirty-second-note rest in place of multiple omitted 
notes (Figure 3.8). The only exception is the sixteenth-note rest at the beginning of 
the variation. 
2. Repeat the same process starting from the second dyad of Variation 2. Pair the 
second and third dyads of Variation 2 into a single chord, and add a thirty-second-
note rest before and after the chord. Then, state the notes that are featured between 
the second and third dyads of the second variation. Considering that each pitch class 
can be used only once, omit the notes that are already part of the chord or featured 
twice in different registers in Variation 2’s scalar fragment. Replace the omitted 
note(s) with a thirty-second-note rest (Figure 3.8). 
3. Keep processing the musical material using the manipulations described in Steps 1 
and 2 until there is no space left to write on the page. 
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Figure 3.8 illustrates the algorithmic transformations taking place in the third variation. 
 
Figure 3.8: Transformation of the beginning of Variation 2 into the beginning of 
Variation 3. 
 
Special Procedures: 
1. Mark all the chords staccato and p. 
2. Mark individual monophonic thirty-second notes, isolated by rests, staccato and 
pp. 
3. Mark consecutive monophonic thirty-second notes pp and slur them together. 
4. Apply the metronome marking of 77 bpm, in which the quarter note gets the beat. 
 
Variation 4 
 The fourth variation inherits the fragmented character of the third variation. The 
texture, dynamic markings, and range, however, set the fourth variation apart from the 
previous ones. This is, in fact, the first variation to be uniquely built using a chordal texture, 
to feature crescendo and diminuendo markings, and to have notes spanning wider than the 
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previous variations’ range of F♯3–B5. The musical content of the fourth variation stretches 
over five octaves (F♯1–F♯6), making the range of this variation the broadest of the whole 
set.  
 The source material of the fourth variation is derived from the monophonic 
statements of the third variation. Even though Variation 3’s chords are not featured in the 
fourth variation, Donatoni uses them as models for the enharmonic intervallic relationships 
of Variation 4’s chords.  
 
Variation 4–System of Codes 
Preparatory Procedures: 
1. Consider Variation 3’s rests and the pitches presented in the monophonic 
statements the source material. Maintain the order, duration, and register of these 
pitches and rests as originally featured. 
2. Do not consider the pitches of Variation 3’s chords the source material. Replace the 
chords with thirty-second-note rests.  
3. Use Variation 3’s chords as models for the enharmonic intervallic relationships of 
Variation 4’s chords. 
Transformations: 
1. Replace the first chord of the third variation with a thirty-second-note rest. State all 
of Variation 3’s notes and rests that are featured between the first and second chords 
of the third variation. Harmonize each note according to the enharmonic intervallic 
model provided by the first chord of the third variation (Figure 3.9). 
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Figure 3.9: Transformation of the beginning of Variation 3 into the beginning of 
Variation 4. 
 
2. Repeat the same process starting from the second chord of Variation 3. Replace the 
second chord of the third variation with a thirty-second-note rest. State all of 
Variation 3’s notes and rests featured between the second and third chords of the 
third variation. Harmonize each note according to the enharmonic intervallic model 
provided by the second chord of the third variation. 
3. Keep processing the musical material using the manipulations described in Steps 1 
and 2 until there is no space left to write on the page. 
Special Procedures: 
1. Harmonize Variation 3’s fragments by adding the new notes below the original 
pitches if the first note of the fragment is featured in the treble clef in the third 
variation (Figure 3.9). 
2. Harmonize Variation 3’s fragments by adding the new notes above the original 
pitches if the first note of the fragment is featured in the bass clef in the third 
variation (Figure 3.9). 
3. Maintain the legato and staccato markings of the third variation. 
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4. Add crescendo markings to slurred ascending chords and diminuendo markings to 
slurred descending chords. 
5. Apply the metronome marking of 66 bpm, in which the quarter note gets the beat. 
 
Variation 5 
 The fifth variation is recognizable for its broken-chord structure. Right and left 
hands rapidly alternate thirty-second-note chords. In this variation, Donatoni explores the 
lower register of the piano, featuring notes below middle C exclusively, with pitches 
ranging from B3 to the lowest note playable on the piano, A0. The firing succession of 
staccato chords is interrupted irregularly by rests. Donatoni enhances the disruptiveness of 
the rests by marking each chord that follows a rest with a sf.  
 The low register and dynamic marking of pp, sempre give the fifth variation a dark 
and gloomy character. A sudden ff followed by a diminuendo to pp is found right in the 
middle of the variation. The ff and diminuendo are used to draw attention to a descending 
cascade of twelve chords that covers almost all the registers explored in this variation. 
 The source material of the fifth variation is not only the musical content featured in 
the fourth variation but also the intervallic relationships between the notes of each 
Variation 4 chord. The system of codes below explains how Donatoni manipulates both 
the pitches and interval content of the previous variation and develops them organically 
into new music. 
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Variation 5–System of Codes 
Preparatory Procedures: 
1. Discard all the thirty-second-note rests from Variation 4. 
2. Consider all of Variation 4’s chords and the rests that are longer than a thirty-
second-note the source material. 
3. Transpose all of Variation 4’s chords into a lower register spanning from A0 to B3. 
Feature the chords in the closest possible position to B3. 
Transformations: 
1. Divide the first chord of Variation 4 into two chords. State the new chords, 
displacing them by a thirty-second note. The first chord is played by the right hand. 
It features the two notes of Variation 4’s chord that are written in the upper staff 
(notes a and b).42 The second chord is played by the left hand. It features the notes 
of Variation 4’s chord that are written in the lower staff (notes c and d). Add a new 
note (note A) to the first Variation 5 chord. Notes a and A form the same enharmonic 
interval featured between c and d. If the pitch class of A is already present in a, b, 
c, or d, do not add A. 
Add a new note (note B) to the second Variation 5 chord. Notes d and B form the 
same enharmonic interval featured between b and a. If the pitch class of B is present 
in a, b, c, d, or A, do not add B (Figure 3.10). 
                                               
42 For the purpose of Variation 5’s analysis, the pitches of Variation 4’s chords will be 
referred to using lowercase letters in italics. Letters do not indicate the pitch, but only the 
vertical order (from top to bottom) in which the notes are presented. Example: first chord 
= a, b, c, and d (with a being the highest note of the chord); second chord = e, f, g, and h; 
et cetera). 
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Figure 3.10: Transformation of the first two chords of Variation 4 into the opening 
chords of Variation 5. 
 
2. Repeat the same system of transformations for all of Variation 4’s chords until there 
is no space left to write on the page, following the rules listed below. 
a. For all of individual Variation 4’s chords that are featured between rests, apply 
the system of transformations described in Step 1.  
b. For all of Variation 4’s chords that are stated as a group of two consecutive 
chords, apply the system of transformations described in Step 1 only to the 
second chord of the group. Add a thirty-second-note rest in place of the omitted 
first chord of the group (Donatoni is not consistent with this rule, and 
occasionally both chords are used). 
c. For all of Variation 4’s chords that are stated as a group of three or more 
consecutive chords, apply the system of transformations described in Step 1 
only to the first and last chords of the group. Add a thirty-second-note rest in 
place of each omitted chord. 
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Figure 3.11 illustrates the transformations described in Step 2:  
 
Figure 3.11: Transformation of the beginning of Variation 4 into the beginning of 
Variation 5. 
 
Special Procedures: 
1. Mark all chords and dyads that are preceded by a rest sf. Mark all other chords 
staccato. 
2. Replace each of Variation 4’s dotted sixteenth-note rests with a thirty-second-note 
rest or a sixteenth-note rest. 
3. Apply the metronome marking of 77 bpm, in which the quarter note gets the beat. 
 
Variation 6 
 The sixth variation features a succession of staccato and tenuto sixteenth-note 
chords, interrupted by brief statements of pitch F4. The first noticeable difference from the 
previous variation can be observed in the register. In the sixth variation, all of the pitches 
are organized on the right half of the piano keyboard, ranging from B3, which was the 
highest note of the fifth variation, to D♭7. By doing so, Donatoni creates a great contrast 
between Variations 5 and 6, setting them in opposite registers. Donatoni achieves this 
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striking effect using a system of codes that creates a vertical symmetric image, centered on 
the note B3, of the music presented in the fifth variation. 
 Donatoni organizes Variation 6 with the same rhythmic structure of the fifth 
variation. Variation 6, however, has only one rest, with which Donatoni opens the 
variation. All of Variation 5’s rests are replaced with F4 notes of equal value. The choice 
of using the pitch class F is linked to the inner properties of the symmetric transformation 
used in this variation. Pitch classes F and B are not affected by the symmetric manipulation 
used by Donatoni in Variation 6. Donatoni highlights the special characteristics of F and B 
by using pitch class B as the center of the vertical symmetric transformations and pitch 
class F as a broken pedal point. The table below illustrates the relationship between pitch 
classes subjected to a symmetric transformation on B. 
Pitch Class Symmetry on B 
B C C♯ D D♯ E F F♯ G G♯ A A♯ B 
↓ ↓ ↓ ↓ ↓ ↓ ↓ ↓ ↓ ↓ ↓ ↓ ↓ 
B A♯ A G♯ G F♯ F E D♯ D C♯ C B 
Table 3.5: Relationships of pitch classes between Variations 5 and 6. 
 
 Another unique feature of this variation is the presence of ornaments, specifically 
upper and lower mordents. Donatoni explains in a footnote at the bottom of the page that 
each mordent applies only to the upper note, so in the case of a chord the ornament affects 
only the highest note. All mordents are to be played a semitone below or above the real 
note. 
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 Donatoni maintains a relationship between the dynamic markings of the fifth 
variation and those of the sixth variation. The Variation 5 pp, secco indications are replaced 
with mf, sempre and the sudden ff in the fifth variation is kept and marked in the same place 
in the sixth variation. The second part of the sixth variation, however, has original dynamic 
markings (such as ff, p, mp, crescendo, and diminuendo) that give this section a more 
pronounced and expressive character.  
 Another unique characteristic of this variation is the fact that the metronome 
marking is notated using eighth notes rather than quarter notes, which are used for the 
metronome markings of all the other variations of the first set. This variation has the 
slowest tempo marking of the set. Donatoni embraces this quality of the musical material 
presented in the sixth variation by marking all chords with both a tenuto and a staccato. 
 
Variation 6–System of Codes 
Preparatory Procedures: 
1. Consider all of Variation 5’s notes the source material. 
2. Combine each pair of consecutive Variation 5 chords into a single eighth-note 
chord, using the following order: chord 1 (a) + chord 2 (b); chord 3 (c) + chord 4 
(d); et cetera. 43 
3. Replace all of Variation 5’s rests, excluding the opening eighth-note rest, with F4 
notes. Each F4 note has a duration equal to that of the rest for which it is substituting. 
                                               
43 For the purpose of Variation 6’s analysis, Variation 5’s chords will be referred to using 
lowercase letters in italics. Letters indicate only the order in which the chords are presented. 
Example: first chord = a, second chord = b, et cetera. 
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Transformations: 
1. State a vertical symmetrical inversion centered on B3 of Variation 5’s chords a and 
b. Feature the two resulting chords (A and B) at the same time,44 and give both of 
them the duration of an eighth note. Variation 6’s chord A, whose pitches are 
derived from a, will be featured in the lower staff. Variation 6’s chord B, whose 
pitches are derived from b, will be featured in the upper staff (Figure 3.12). 
 
Figure 3.12: Transformation of Variation 5’s chords a and b into Variation 6’s chords 
A and B. 
 
If chord B consists of two notes, add a half-step upper mordent to the highest note 
of the chord. If the pitch class of the resulting upper mordent note is already featured 
in chords A or B, do not use the upper mordent and consider, instead, a half-step 
lower mordent. If the pitch class of the lower mordent is already present in chords 
A or B, do not add any mordent (Figure 3.13). 
If chord A consists of two notes, add a half-step upper mordent to the highest note 
of the chord. If the pitch class of the resulting upper mordent note is already featured 
                                               
44 For the purpose of Variation 6’s analysis, Variation 6’s chords will be referred to using 
uppercase letters in italics. Example: first left-hand chord = A, first right-hand chord = B, 
second left-hand chord = C, second right-hand chord = D, et cetera. 
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in chords A or B (including B’s mordent), do not use the upper mordent and 
consider, instead, a half-step lower mordent. If the pitch class of the lower mordent 
is already present in chords A or B (including B’s mordent), do not add any mordent 
(Figure 3.13). 
 
Figure 3.13: Process of adding mordents to Variation 6’s chords A and J. 
 
2. Repeat the same process of transformations starting from Variation 5’s chords c 
and d. State a vertical symmetrical inversion, centered on B3, of Variation 5’s 
chords c and d. Feature the two resulting chords (C and D) at the same time, and 
give both of them the duration of an eighth note. Variation 6’s chord C, whose 
pitches are derived from c, will be featured in the lower staff. Variation 6’s chord 
D, whose pitches are derived from d, will be featured in the upper staff.  
If D is made of two notes, add a half-step upper mordent to the highest note of the 
chord. If the pitch class of the resulting upper mordent note is already featured in 
chords C or D, do not use the upper mordent, but try a half-step lower mordent. If 
the pitch class of the lower mordent is already present in chords C or D, do not add 
any mordent.  
If C is made of two notes, add a half-step upper mordent to the highest note of the 
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chord. If the pitch class of the resulting upper mordent note is already featured in 
chords C or D (including D’s mordent), do not use the upper mordent, but try a 
half-step lower mordent. If the pitch class of the lower mordent is already present 
in chords C or D (including D’s mordent), do not add any mordent. 
3. Repeat the transformations described in Steps 1 and 2 for all of Variation 4’s chords 
until there is no space left to write on the page. As stated in the Preparatory 
Procedures, replace all of Variation 5’s rests, excluding the opening eighth-note 
rest, with sf F4 notes. Each F4 note has a duration equal to that of the rest for which 
it is substituting. 
Figure 3.14 illustrates the transformations described in Steps 1, 2, and 3: 
 
Figure 3.14: Transformation of the beginning of Variation 5 into the beginning of 
Variation 6. 
 
Special Procedures: 
1. Mark all of Variation 6’s chords staccato and tenuto, with the exception of chords 
featured after ff, which need to be marked as accented and staccato. 
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2. Mark sf all F4 individual notes that are used in place of Variation 5’s rests. If an F4 
note has a duration equal to or greater than a dotted eighth note, add a lower half-
step mordent to it. 
3. Replace Variation 5’s pp, secco with mf, sempre. 
4. Apply the metronome marking of 99 bpm, in which the eighth note gets the beat. 
 
Variation 7 
 The seventh variation  is characterized by a wavy contour resembling that of the 
first variation. In this variation, Donatoni uses Variation 6’s pitches as the source material 
and reorganizes them into a succession of thirty-second notes. Consecutive notes that are 
a minor second apart are paired into dyads, breaking the overall monophonic texture and 
adding a dissonant flavor to the variation. The succession of thirty-second notes is 
interrupted by sporadic thirty-second-note rests, which are always found between 
consecutive dyads and chords. 
As he did in the sixth variation, Donatoni treats pitch class F in a peculiar way. 
Pitch class F is always notated as F7 and marked with an accent. F7 is the highest note of 
the variation, and it is almost always paired into chords with other notes. F7 plays an 
important role also in the phrasing articulation of the piece—in fact, Donatoni always starts 
a new slur when there is a statement of F7. 
 
Variation 7–System of Codes 
Preparatory Procedures: 
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1. Consider all of Variation 6’s chords the source material.45 
2. Disregard Variation 6’s rests and monophonic F4 notes. 
3. Always notate pitch class F as F7. 
Transformations: 
1. State the notes of Variation 6’s chord a, including the mordent note, as individual 
notes. State Variation 6’s notes in vertical order, from bottom to top. If two notes 
are a half-step apart, pair them into a minor-second dyad (Figure 3.15). 
 
Figure 3.15: Transformation of Variation 6’s first chord into the first three notes of 
Variation 7. 
 
2. Apply the process of transformations described in Step 1 to the second chord of 
Variation 6. State the notes of Variation 6’s chord b, including the mordent note, as 
individual notes. If two notes are a half-step apart, pair them into a minor-second 
dyad. 
                                               
45 For the purpose of Variation 7’s analysis, Variation 6’s chords will be referred to using 
lowercase letters in italics. Letters indicate only the order in which the chords are presented. 
Since Variation 6’s chords are featured simultaneously in both staffs, consider the chord in 
the lower staff as first chord and the one in the upper staff as the second. Example: first 
chord featured in the lower staff = a, first chord featured in the upper staff = b, second 
chord featured in the lower staff = c, second chord featured in the upper staff = d, et cetera. 
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3. Repeat the same system of transformations for all of Variation 6’s chords until there 
is no space left to write on the page. See the Special Procedures section for 
additional rules. 
Special Procedures: 
1. Always feature pitch class F as F7 and mark it as accented. 
2. Pair each F into a single chord with the Variation 7 note or minor-second dyad that 
immediately proceeds it. Exception to this rule: if this procedure results in two 
consecutive chords that both feature Fs, do not pair the second F into a dyad and 
instead state it as an individual note. 
3. Use Fs and any note preceded by rests as starting points for slurs. End slurs at any 
note that precedes a rest or an F. 
4. Place a thirty-second-note rest between two consecutive minor-second dyads. The 
same procedure should be applied to dyads that are followed by a chord that 
features a minor second between two of its notes (there are a few exceptions to this 
rule). 
5. If two consecutive Variation 6 chords feature the same pitch classes exclusively, 
state only the first chord (Figure 3.16). Donatoni is not consistent with this rule and 
there are a few exceptions. 
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Figure 3.16: Transformation of two consecutive Variation 6 chords that share the 
same pitch classes. 
 
6. Remove all of Variation 6’s dynamic markings and add ff, sempre at the beginning 
of Variation 7. 
7. Apply the metronome marking of 88 bpm, in which the quarter note gets the beat. 
Figure 3.17 illustrates the system of codes applied to Variation 6’s material as 
employed in Variation 7.  
 
Figure 3.17: Transformation of the beginning of Variation 6 into the beginning of 
Variation 7. 
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The Second Set: Variations 8–14 
The second set of the Françoise Variationen features seven variations (Variations 
8–14). Donatoni uses the previous set as a model for the overall structure, register, and 
dynamics of the second set. As he had done in the first set, the composer treats each 
variation as an integral part of a larger seven-part composition. Similarly, the register of 
the musical content of the second set undergoes an expanding transformation reminiscent 
of the one observed in the first set. Donatoni begins the set by condensing the musical 
material of Variations 8 and 9 into a major-ninth interval, E4–F♯5, thereby giving these first 
two variations a quasi-fixed register. As can be observed in the table below, Donatoni 
gradually expands the range of the register throughout the whole set, which reaches its 
widest breadth in the last four variations. 
Variations 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 
Registers E4–F♯5 E4–F♯5 E2–A5 E♭1–E7 C1–A6 A1–D7 C1–A6 
Table 3.6: Range of the second set of variations. 
 
The dynamics increase incrementally in the second set, although not as linearly as 
in the first. The set begins with Variation 8’s ppp and ends with Variation 14’s fff. The 
table below shows the organization of the dynamic markings of each variation of the 
second set. 
Variations 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 
Dynamics ppp, sempre 
pp, 
sempre 
ppp; pp; 
mp 
pp, 
sempre 
fff, 
secco; 
pp 
pp; p; 
mp; mf; 
f 
fff, 
sempre 
Table 3.7: Dynamic markings of the second set of variations. 
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Even though the first and second sets share common traits, the second set presents 
unique characteristics that distinguish it from the previous one. Donatoni achieves this by 
using more elaborate methods of selecting source material and substantially more complex 
systems of transformations. Firstly, in the second set, the composer does not always follow 
the first set’s procedure of sourcing the material needed to compose a new variation directly 
from the previous one. For example, Variation 12’s musical content is derived from 
manipulating the music of Variation 10, and Variation 14 is based on a chordal fragment 
derived from Variation 12. Secondly, Donatoni processes the source material of each 
variation through systems of transformations that simultaneously apply more than one 
algorithmic technique. The third panel of Variation 13 offers a great example of Donatoni’s 
sophisticated craftmanship, featuring a system of transformations that combines techniques 
he had previously utilized independently in systems of transformations in Variations 5 and 
10. The algorithms used by Donatoni in the second set allow for a more immediate 
alteration of the original material. These transformations, often, do not create enough 
material to fill a full page with music. In these cases, the composer applies new systems of 
transformations, using the musical content of the beginning of those very same variations 
as the source material for subsequent manipulations. The structure of the variations in the 
second set is, therefore, different from the previous set. While in the first set each variation 
is composed of a single panel, the second set’s variations can feature more than one panel. 
For example, Variation 13 has three panels; each panel features its own unique source 
material, systems of transformations, and metronome and dynamic markings. 
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Donatoni’s elaborate compositional language also impacts the articulation and 
texture of the second set’s variations. In the first set, Donatoni typically explores only one 
specific articulation and pianistic technique per variation, giving each variation its own 
uniform texture. This is not the case in the second set, where different textures and 
articulations can be found in a single variation, although they are often separated into 
distinct sections. 
Lastly, as he had done in the first set, Donatoni uses metronome markings whose 
integers are derived in increments of eleven, starting from sixty-six. The table below 
illustrates the metronome markings of each variation of the second set. 
Variations 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 
Metronome 
Markings 
♪=110 
bpm 
♩=99 
bpm 
♩=77 
bpm 
♩=88 
bpm 
♩=66 
bpm 
♪=110/88/110 
bpm 
♩=110/121 
bpm 
Table 3.8: Metronome markings of the second set of variations. 
 
 
Variation 8 
The opening variation of the second set presents a succession of rapid minor-second 
and major-second dyads, occasionally interrupted by clusters and rests. Donatoni gives the 
whole variation a lively and sparkly character by carefully crafting the rhythmic structures 
and articulations of the musical content of the variation. Dyads, clusters, and rests are given 
the value of thirty-second notes and are marked staccato. The frenetic impulse of the 
variation is halted only by sporadic short trills which freeze the action and add an 
improvisatory quality to the whole variation. 
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Donatoni derives the musical content of Variation 8 directly from Variation 7, the 
last variation of the previous set. In doing so, he links together the first and second sets and 
continues the uninterrupted process of manipulation of the original material derived from 
A Françoise. Donatoni restates all of Variation 7’s minor-second dyads, maintaining them 
in their original ordered succession; however, he transposes them to fit into Variation 8’s 
register (E4–F♯5). After each statement of Variation 7’s dyads, Donatoni adds new musical 
material in the form of major-second dyads, clusters, or trilled minor-second dyads. The 
methodical processes used to create Variation 8’s new musical elements provide insight 
into Donatoni’s complex algorithmic language used in the second set of variations. 
Donatoni uses the algorithms to simultaneously manipulate the pitch content of the quoted 
material and develop it into new music by exploiting the intervallic properties of the source 
material itself. In fact, in Variation 8, he selects the pitch content and forms (dyads, cluster, 
or trills) of Variation 8’s original musical elements based on the intervallic relationship 
that the quoted dyads have with the notes or chords that precede them in Variation 7. 
Donatoni completes the transformation of Variation 7’s musical material by the 
beginning of the penultimate system of Variation 8. The composer marks the end of this 
system of transformations with a thirty-second-note rest and then begins a new algorithmic 
manipulation. The new system of transformations uses the opening of Variation 8 as the 
source material, which provides both the pitch content and the rhythmic pattern for the new 
section. The texture and articulation of the closing section of Variation 8, with its long and 
sparse minor-second trills, contrast with the music featured earlier in the variation. The last 
system and a half appears as a short independent panel, acting as a bridge between the 
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music of Variation 8 and Variation 9. 
 
Variation 8–System of Codes 
Preparatory Procedures: 
1. Consider all the minor-second dyads, all the chords that include a minor-second 
dyad, and all the rests of Variation 7 the source material. 
2. Limit the range to E4–F♯5. 
Transformations: 
1. State all of Variation 7’s minor-second dyads. After each Variation 7 dyad, add a 
new chord according to the rules listed below. 
a. If in Variation 7 the dyad is preceded by a monophonic note, add a new major-
second dyad. Consider Variation 7’s interval (interval X) between the preceding 
note and the closest note of the dyad (note a). The pitch class of the first note 
of the new dyad is selected by applying interval X starting from note a. The 
pitch class of the second note of the new dyad is identified by an additional 
major second in the same interval direction (Figures 3.18 and 3.19). 
 
Figure 3.18: Transformation of Variation 7’s first dyad in Variation 8. 
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Figure 3.19: Transformation of Variation 7’s tenth dyad in Variation 8. 
 
b. If in Variation 7 the dyad is preceded by another dyad, add a four-note cluster. 
Consider the interval between the outer notes of both dyads combined. Apply 
the selected interval starting from the outer note of the second dyad. The 
resulting pitch class is the first note of the cluster chord. The three other pitch 
classes are selected by moving chromatically in the direction of the outer note 
of the second dyad. If any of these pitch classes are already featured in the dyad, 
do not state them again. If this is the case, the cluster will result in fewer than 
four notes (Figure 3.20). 
 
Figure 3.20: Transformation of Variation 7’s sixteenth dyad in Variation 8. 
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c. If in Variation 7 the dyad is preceded by a note that is a minor second higher 
than the dyad, add a semitone trill starting from a note located a major second 
below the lowest note of the dyad (Figure 3.21). 
 
Figure 3.21: Transformation of Variation 7’s twenty-eighth dyad in Variation 8. 
 
d. If in Variation 7 the dyad is preceded by a note that is a minor second lower 
than the dyad, add a semitone trill starting from a note located a major second 
above the highest note of the dyad (Figure 3.22). 
 
Figure 3.22: Transformation of Variation 7’s thirty-second dyad in Variation 8. 
 
2. Once the system of codes discussed in Step 1 has been applied to all of Variation 
7’s dyads, add a thirty-second-note rest and apply a new system of transformations. 
State all of Variation 8’s minor-second dyads as sustained trills, keeping the same 
overall rhythmic pattern in which they are originally presented. Discard any minor-
second dyad that shares pitch classes with the previous dyad. This process results 
in the statement of Variation 8’s dyads 1, 3, 6, 8, 11, 12, 14, 15, 21, and 29. Dyads 
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1, 6, 11, 14, 21, and 29 are notated in the upper clef. Dyads 3, 8, 12, and 15 are 
notated in the lower clef. 
Special Procedures: 
1. Mark all dyads and chords staccato. 
2. Apply the dynamic ppp, sempre to the whole variation. 
3. Apply the metronome marking of 110 bpm, in which the eighth note gets the beat. 
 
Variation 9 
Donatoni models the overall musical and rhythmic content of the ninth variation 
upon Variation 8’s first section. In Variation 9, however, the composer blends together the 
distinct characters of Variation 8’s two sections by overlapping a continuous succession of 
sustained and trilled dyads with sporadic thirty-second-note staccato dyads. 
Variation 8’s musical material is transformed using systematic transformations. 
The composer selects the dyads to be trilled by choosing the first dyad of each of Variation 
8’s groups of beamed-together dyads that are featured between cluster chords. 
Additionally, he trills any other dyads of the same group that share a pitch class with the 
dyad that is currently being trilled. Variation 8’s cluster chords are manipulated and stated 
as rapid runs of sixty-fourth notes, slurred together with the following trilled dyads. 
The ninth variation, though it shares almost the same pitch content as the previous 
one, has its own unique character. The continuous succession of trilled dyads, paired with 
the considerably faster tempo, gives the whole variation a melodic quality that is in clear 
contrast with Variation 8. 
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Lastly, it is important to notice how Donatoni, once he has completed the 
transformation of the music featured in Variation 8’s first section, disregards the musical 
content of Variation 8’s second section and starts a new system of transformations using 
the beginning of Variation 9 as the source material. The music presented at the beginning 
of Variation 9 is manipulated by adding a thirty-second-note rest between each staccato 
dyad or slurred sixty-fourth-note run, bounded by two trilled dyads. 
 
Variation 9–System of Codes 
Preparatory Procedures: 
1. Consider Variation 8’s musical content the source material. Disregard, however, 
the trilled notes featured in Variation 8’s last two systems. 
2. Keep Variation 8’s notes in their original register. 
Transformations: 
1. State all of Variation 8’s dyads, chords, and rests according to the rules listed below. 
a. Transform the first dyad of each Variation 8 group of beamed-together dyads 
(which are featured between two cluster chords) into sustained trills. Similarly, 
trill any other dyads of the same group that share a common note with the dyad 
that is currently being trilled.46 Mark all dyads that are not trilled staccato 
(Figure 3.23). 
                                               
46 There is an exception to this rule in the third system of Variation 9’s first page, where 
Donatoni also trills the dyads that, in Variation 8, precede trilled dyads. 
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Figure 3.23: Transformation of the second group of Variation 8’s dyads in 
Variation 9. 
 
b. Transform Variation 8’s cluster into runs of sixty-fourth notes. If the sixty-
fourth-note run and the dyad that follows it share common notes, omit those 
pitches from the statement of the run (Figure 3.24). 
 
Figure 3.24: Transformation of Variation 8’s first cluster in Variation 9. 
 
Moreover, if the sixty-fourth-note run is composed of an odd number of notes, 
add a sixty-fourth-note rest before the run (Figure 3.25). 
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Figure 3.25: Transformation of Variation 8’s third cluster in Variation 9. 
 
2. Once the system of codes discussed in Step 1 has been applied to all of Variation 
8’s dyads, apply a new system of transformations using the musical material of the 
beginning of Variation 9 as the source material. Restate the music presented at the 
beginning of Variation 9, changing its rhythmic pattern by adding a thirty-second-
note rest between each consecutive staccato dyad, or between a consecutive 
staccato dyad and a slurred sixty-fourth-note run (Figure 3.26). 
 
Figure 3.26: System of transformations described in Step 2. 
 
Special Procedures: 
1. Mark all dyads and chords staccato. 
2. Apply the dynamic pp, sempre. 
3. Apply the metronome marking of 99 bpm, in which the quarter note gets the beat. 
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Variation 10 
 The tenth variation features the juxtaposition of groups of slurred thirty-second 
notes with groups of staccato thirty-second notes or chords. The pitch content of the slurred 
groups is derived from Variation 9, while the staccato notes and chords are original to 
Variation 10. 
  Donatoni organizes Variation 9’s dyads, both trilled and staccato, by grouping them 
together so that each group begins with a trilled dyad. In Variation 10, the musical content 
of Variation 9’s groups are stated as slurred thirty-second-note runs, which assume the 
contour of descending broken major-seventh and minor-seventh dyads. The composer then 
proceeds to add new original music after each statement of Variation 9’s groups. Donatoni 
selects the new notes by applying a system of transformations that is based on repeating, 
in reverse order, the intervallic content featured in each group of slurred notes. (For an in-
depth explanation of this procedure, see “Variation 10–System of Codes.”) 
The dynamic markings of the tenth variation highlight the different systems of 
transformations used by Donatoni to create the musical material of this variation. The 
slurred thirty-second notes are, in fact, always marked ppp, while the staccato thirty-second 
notes are pp and the chords are mp. Moreover, this practice of using distinctive dynamics 
and articulations to differentiate contrasting texture can also be observed in Variation 3, 
where the sixteenth notes are marked pp and chords p. There is, therefore, similarity in the 
process of applying dynamic markings between the third variation of the first set and the 
third variation of the second set (Variation 10). 
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Lastly, Variation 10 features pedal markings for the first time. The composer 
indicates at the beginning of the variation the use of the left pedal. It is debatable, however, 
whether he meant the pianist should use una corda for the whole variation or only in the 
ppp sections. Donatoni also specifies that the slurred thirty-second notes should be played 
while sustaining the damper pedal. 
 
Variation 10–System of Codes 
Preparatory Procedures: 
1. Consider Variation 9’s musical content the source material. Disregard, however, all 
the rests and sixty-fourth notes. 
2. Divide Variation 9’s musical material into groups. Each group begins with a trilled 
dyad and ends before the next trilled dyad (Figure 3.27). 
 
Figure 3.27: Grouping of Variation 9’s musical content into the source material of 
Variation 10. 
 
Transformations: 
1. State all the dyads of each group as consecutive slurred thirty-second notes. The 
notes of each dyad form an interval of either a descending major seventh or a 
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descending minor seventh. Place the first note of each dyad in a higher register than 
the second note of the dyad that precedes it (Figure 3.28). 
 
Figure 3.28: Transformation of the first group of Variation 9 in Variation 10. 
 
2. For each of Variation 9’s groups, add new notes according to the rules listed below. 
a. The pitch classes of the new notes are selected by stating, in reverse order, the 
succession of intervals created by the notes of each group, starting from the last 
slurred note. All new notes have the value of a thirty-second note (Figure 3.29). 
 
Figure 3.29: Transformation of the fifth group of Variation 9 in Variation 10. 
 
If this transformation process results in notes with the same pitch class as the 
one derived from Variation 9, do not state them; instead add a thirty-second-
note rest in their place (Figure 3.30). 
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Figure 3.30: Transformation of the eleventh group of Variation 9 in Variation 10. 
 
b. If the transformation described above creates only one new pitch class, add a 
dotted sixteenth-note rest followed by a chord. The chord consists of the new 
note (featured as the highest pitch of the chord) and the last three notes of the 
group (Figure 3.31). 
 
Figure 3.31: Process of adding a chord as described in Step 2b. 
 
3. Apply the same system of transformations described in Steps 1 and 2 to each of 
Variation 9’s groups until there is no space left to write on the page. 
Special Procedures: 
1. Add a thirty-second-note rest before the statement of each new group. Donatoni, 
however, is not consistent with this rule, and there are a few exceptions. 
2. Mark the slurred thirty-second notes ppp, the staccato thirty-second notes pp, and 
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the chords mp. 
3. Apply the metronome marking of 77 bpm, in which the quarter note gets the beat. 
 
Variation 11 
 Variation 11 features a frenetic succession of overlapping thirty-second-note scalar 
fragments, which are organized in contrary motion. A pp, sempre dynamic is indicated for 
the entire variation. Donatoni, however, marks the starting notes of each scalar fragment 
sf. In doing so, the composer creates an irregular pattern of accents that contributes to 
undermining the rhythmic stability of the variation, giving it a distinct, turbulent character. 
 Donatoni derives the source material for the scalar fragments by dividing the 
musical content of Variation 10 into groups. Each group consists of a statement of 
Variation 10’s slurred thirty-second notes and the staccato notes or chords that 
immediately follow. The composer manipulates the pitch content of each group by stating 
it in a scalar manner, alternating ascending and descending scalar fragments. Donatoni 
completes the transformation of all of Variation 10’s musical content at the end of the 
second page’s first system. He then begins a process of transformation similar to the one 
described above. The pitch content of Variation 10’s groups is organized, once more, into 
ascending and descending scalar fragments. It is interesting to note how Donatoni manages 
to give the whole variation a homogeneous character even though it features two systems 
of transformations and two consecutive manipulations of the same source material. The 
transition between the two systems of transformations is, in fact, not noticeable without an 
in-depth analysis and does not affect the overall texture of the variation. 
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Variation 11–System of Codes 
Preparatory Procedures: 
1. Consider Variation 10’s musical content the source material. 
2. Divide Variation 10’s musical content into groups. Each group is composed of the 
slurred notes derived from Variation 9 and Variation 10’s original new staccato 
notes or the chords that immediately follow them (Figure 3.32). 
 
Figure 3.32: Grouping of Variation 10’s musical content into the source material of 
Variation 11. 
 
Transformations: 
1. Organize the pitches of each group in a scalar manner. Consider the first note of the 
group as the starting note of the scalar fragment. State the notes of the odd-
numbered groups as ascending runs of thirty-second notes. State the notes of the 
even-numbered groups as descending runs of thirty-second notes (Figure 3.33). 
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Figure 3.33: Beginning of Variation 11. 
 
2. Once the transformation described in Step 1 is complete, apply the same 
transformation process starting again from Group 1. This time, however, organize 
Groups 1, 3, 4, 6, 8, 10, 12, 14, 16, and 18 in ascending order. State the notes of 
Groups 2, 5, 7, 9, 11, 13, 15, and 17 in descending order. 
Special Procedures: 
1. Slur all the thirty-second notes that belong to the same group together. 
2. Mark the first note of each slurred group of thirty-second notes sf. 
3. Apply the metronome marking of 88 bpm, in which the quarter note gets the beat. 
 
Variation 12 
 Variation 12 is characterized by a succession of fff and accented descending scalar 
fragments, abruptly interrupted four times by four identical iterations of a pp chordal 
statement. The clear contrast between the texture, articulation, and dynamics of the scalar 
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fragments and chordal statements creates a duality that gives the whole variation an 
unsettled quality. 
 Donatoni uses Variation 10’s musical content as the source material for Variation 
12. This is the first time in the Françoise Variationen that Donatoni does not use the 
previous variation as the source material for the following one. The musical content of the 
scalar fragment is derived by organizing Variation 10’s musical material into groups, 
following the same procedure observed in Variation 11. In Variation 12, however, the pitch 
content of each Variation 10 group is stated only as descending scalar fragments.  
The source material for the four identical chordal statements is, instead, derived 
from the six chords featured in Variation 10. Donatoni manipulates the register in which 
every chord from Variation 10 is presented by creating a descending scalar fragment with 
the highest note of each chord ranging from A6 to A5, starting the chordal statement with 
the second chord of Variation 10. 
 It is interesting to note how Donatoni treats the intervallic relationships between 
the pitch content of overlapping scalar fragments by applying a system of manipulations to 
avoid intervals of a perfect octave. He achieves this result by using trills to prolong the 
duration of specific notes. This practice results in a transformation of the rhythmic structure 
of the scalar fragments, guaranteeing the absence of perfect-octave intervals between 
simultaneous scalar statements. 
 
Variation 12–System of Codes 
Preparatory Procedures: 
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1. Consider Variation 10’s musical content the source material. 
2. Divide Variation 10’s musical material into groups. Each group is composed of the 
slurred notes derived from Variation 9 and Variation 10’s original staccato notes 
or the chords that immediately follow them (the same process as Variation 11; see 
Figure 3.32). 
Transformations: 
1. Organize the pitches of each group in a scalar manner. Consider the first note of the 
group as the starting note of the scalar fragment. State the notes of each group in a 
descending manner. Begin the statement of each subsequent group at the point 
where its first note forms a major seventh interval with a note of the previous group 
(Figure 3.34).  
 
Figure 3.34: Beginning of Variation 12. 
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2. Interrupt the transformation process described in Step 1 with four identical chordal 
statements. The musical material of these chordal statements is provided by the six 
chords featured in Variation 10. Organize Variation 10’s chords by creating a 
descending scalar fragment with the highest note of each chord. Begin the chordal 
statement with the second chord of Variation 10 (Figure 3.35). Place these chordal 
statements between Groups 4 and 5, 9 and 10, 13 and 14, and 21 and 22. 
 
Figure 3.35: Transformation of Variation 10’s chords into Variation 12’s chordal 
statement. 
 
Special Procedures: 
1. Mark sf any notes stated in a beat that includes the first note of a group. 
2. Avoid perfect octaves between the pitches of two simultaneous scalar fragments. 
To do so, delay the note that would create the interval of an octave by sustaining 
the pitch that precedes it until the other scalar fragment is completed. Trill the 
sustained note with the pitch featured before it in the scalar fragment (Figure 3.36). 
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Figure 3.36: Process of adding trills to avoid perfect octaves between scalar 
fragments. 
 
3. Add sf to any notes that directly follow a trill. 
4. Mark the sections of the variation that feature scalar fragments fff, secco. 
5. Mark the chordal sections of the variation pp. 
6. Mark the first and last chords of the chordal sections staccato. Mark all the other 
chords tenuto. 
7. Apply the metronome marking of 66 bpm, in which the quarter note gets the beat. 
 
Variation 13 
 Variation 13 has a unique structure. This is the first variation in which Donatoni 
organizes the structure into three separate panels, assigning to each of them distinct 
textures, dynamics, and metronome markings.  
 The first panel is marked with pp and p dynamics and has a pointillistic character. 
It is composed of a succession of staccato monophonic notes and dyads interspersed with 
rests. Donatoni uses two different algorithmic transformations in this panel. The first 
transformation procedure creates the musical content of the first two systems of the 
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variation, using the first twelve notes and dyads marked sf in Variation 11 as the source 
material. The second transformation procedure generates the musical content of Variation 
13’s third and fourth systems. Here, Donatoni uses algorithmic techniques to create a 
symmetrical image of the pitch content of the first two systems of the variation, using 
pitches F4/F♯4 as the axis of symmetry. 
 The second panel differs from the previous one in its louder dynamic marking (mp), 
slower tempo, and chordal texture. It uses the first panel as its source material. The musical 
content is transformed by pairing into chords the dyads and individual notes of the first two 
systems with those of the third and fourth systems. 
 The last panel is marked mf and is therefore the loudest of the three. It is the only 
panel to include articulation indications such as accents and sf markings. The main 
distinctive quality, however, is its texture. This panel features an uninterrupted succession 
of monophonic and descending scalar fragments. The pitch content of the scalar fragments 
is derived from the music of the previous panel. Donatoni manipulates the pitch content of 
the second panel’s chords by stating them as descending runs of consecutive thirty-second 
notes. Moreover, he adds new notes to each broken-chord statement by applying additional 
algorithmic transformation techniques, which resemble those observed in Variations 5 and 
10. 
For a detailed explanation of all of the transformation processes used by Donatoni 
in this variation, see the system of codes presented below.  
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Variation 13–System of Codes 
Panel One 
Preparatory Procedures: 
1. Consider the first twelve notes and dyads that are marked sf in Variation 11 the 
source material, using each dyad or individual note as a single entity (Figure 3.37). 
 
Figure 3.37: Process of selecting Variation 13’s source material from Variation 11. 
 
2. Assign to each entity a fixed register.47 Figure 3.38 illustrates the fixed register 
assigned to the twelve dyads and notes derived from Variation 11 in Variation 13. 
 
Figure 3.38: Register of each group of dyads or notes in Variation 13. 
 
Transformations: 
                                               
47 For the purpose of Variation 13’s analysis, numbers are used to refer to each entity: the 
first entity = 1, the second entity = 2, et cetera.   
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1. State all entities derived from Variation 11 using a system of transformations that 
is best expressed by creating a table. Begin each row of the table using the following 
pattern: row one = entity one, row two = entity two, row three = entity three, et 
cetera. After the first entity of each row, state the content of the row above in reverse 
order. When listing the content of the row above, discard any entities that share 
pitch classes with the first entity of the new row (Figure 3.39).48 
 
Figure 3.39: Table illustrating the transformation process used to create the first two 
systems of Variation 13. 
 
  
                                               
48 There is an exception: in row 7, Donatoni does not discard entity 4, even though it shares 
pitch class F with entity 7. This, however, does not alter the content of the following rows. 
Entity 4 is not present in row 8, since it shares pitch class C with entity 8. 
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Figure 3.40 illustrates how the first six rows are used in the first system of Variation 
13: 
 
Figure 3.40: Statement of the first six rows in the first system of Variation 13. 
 
2. Fit the musical content produced by Step 1’s system of transformations into the first 
two systems of the page, featuring the first six rows of the table in the first system 
and the last six rows in the second system. 
3. Once the transformation described in Steps 1 and 2 is complete, apply a new system 
of transformations using the musical content of the first two systems of Variation 
13 as the source material. Maintain the same rhythmic pattern but transform the 
pitches by applying a vertical inversion technique. To select the new notes, apply 
the intervals formed between each note of the first two systems and F♯4, in the 
opposite direction, starting from F4 (Figure 3.41). 
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Figure 3.41: Relationship between the musical content of the first and third systems 
of Variation 13. 
 
Special Procedures: 
1. Mark all dyads and individual notes staccato. 
2. Mark the first two systems pp. 
3. Mark the third and fourth systems p. 
4. Apply the metronome marking of 110 bpm, in which the eighth note gets the beat. 
Second Panel 
Preparatory Procedures: 
1. Consider the first four systems of Variation 13 the source material. 
Transformations: 
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1. State all entities, pairing them together into chords according to the rules listed 
below. 
a. Pair the first entity of the first system with the second entity of the third system, 
pair the second entity of the first system with the third entity of the third system, 
pair the third entity of the first system with the fourth entity of the third system, 
et cetera. Continue this process until all the entities of the first four systems are 
stated. If an entity from the third or fourth system shares pitch classes with the 
paired entity from the first or second systems, do not state the pitches from the 
third or fourth system (Figure 3.42). 
 
Figure 3.42: Transformation procedure used to pair together dyads and 
individual notes of the first system with the third system. 
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b. Keep each entity in its original register. 
c. Use the first two systems’ rhythmic pattern as the model for the rhythmic 
structure of the second panel of Variation 13.49 
Special Procedures: 
1. Mark all chords staccato. 
2. Mark the whole panel mp. 
3. Apply the metronome marking of 88 bpm, in which the eighth note gets the beat. 
Third Panel 
Preparatory Procedures: 
1. Consider all the chords from the second panel of Variation 13 the source material. 
Transformations: 
1. State each chord as a broken chord of thirty-second notes, adding pitches to every 
chord following the rules listed below. 
a. If the chord has two notes written in the upper staff, consider the descending 
interval between the two notes featured in the upper staff. Add a new note to 
the chord by applying the same interval in the opposite direction, starting from 
the lowest note of the chord written in the lower staff (Figure 3.43). 
b. If the chord has two notes written in the lower staff, consider the ascending 
interval between the two notes featured in the lower staff. Add a new note to 
                                               
49 The rhythmic pattern becomes inconsistent from the first system of the second page. 
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the chord by applying the same interval in the opposite direction, starting from 
the highest note of the chord written in the upper staff (Figure 3.43). 
c. Consider the collection of notes derived by applying Steps 1a and 1b. Create a 
symmetrical image of the chord by stating the series of intervals between each 
note of the chord, in reverse order, starting from the lowest note of the chord. 
If this transformation selects notes with the same pitch class of any note in the 
chord, do not state them again (Figure 3.43). 
d. State all the notes selected by Steps 1a, 1b, and 1c in descending order, starting 
from the highest note of the collection (Figure 3.43). 
Figure 3.43 illustrates the transformations described in Step 1: 
 
Figure 3.43: Transformation process of the first chord of the second panel into the 
first group of the third panel in Variation 13. 
 
2. Repeat the system of transformations described in Step 1 for all of Panel 2’s chords 
until there is no space left to write on the page.50 
  
                                               
50 Starting from the eleventh chord of Panel 2, Donatoni pairs chords together from the 
source material as follows: chords 11–12, chords 13–14, et cetera. Then, Donatoni applies 
a transformation process that is loosely based on the one described in Step 1. 
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Special Procedures: 
1. Mark the first note of each scalar fragment with an accent. 
2. Slur together the first two notes of each scalar fragment. Mark all the other notes 
staccato. 
3. Mark the panel mf and f.  
4. Apply the metronome marking of 110 bpm, in which the eighth note gets the beat. 
 
Variation 14 
 The last variation of the second set consists of two panels, both marked fff. The first 
panel has a chordal texture. It is composed of a succession of accented and staccato thirty-
second-note chords interspersed with rests. In this panel, Donatoni uses two distinct 
systems of transformations. However, the composer still manages to give the whole panel 
a homogenous character and texture. Variation 12’s chordal section provides the source 
material for the first system of transformations. Donatoni states the chordal section five 
times. In each iteration, he manipulates the pitch content of the chords by removing their 
highest notes and adding new bass notes. He does so by applying a systematic process that 
replicates the interval between the discarded note and the new highest note of the chord to 
form the new lowest note. The second system of transformations utilizes the music created 
by the previous algorithmic procedure as the source material. The chords are stated in 
reverse order (from the last chord to the first chord), and their pitch content is transformed 
via a symmetrical manipulation. Donatoni uses notes A♯3/B3 as the axis of symmetry. 
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The second panel has a monophonic texture and presents an uninterrupted 
succession of slurred thirty-second-note scalar fragments. It is marked with a rapid tempo, 
121 bpm (in which the quarter note gets the beat), the fastest metronome marking of the 
set. Donatoni uses the musical content of the first panel as the source material for the 
second panel. He pairs each chord from the first system of transformations with the 
corresponding chord of the second system of transformations in reverse order. The last 
chord of the first system of transformations is thereby paired with the last chord of the 
second system of transformations, the penultimate chord of the first system of 
transformations is paired with the penultimate chord of the second system of 
transformations, et cetera. The composer states the musical content of each group of chords 
as ascending thirty-second-note scalar fragments, keeping each note in its original register.  
Interestingly, the process of selecting and organizing the source material for the last 
panel implies a motion from right to left. Donatoni himself explains how he was fascinated 
by the symbolic meaning associated with directional motion: “according to symbolism, the 
direction from left to right means going toward the future. The opposite, from right to left, 
means going toward death.”51 Therefore, by selecting the source material of the closing 
section of the second set’s last variation from right to left, the composer adds symbolic 
value to the ending of the whole second set. Lastly, the fact that Donatoni uses the exact 
same system of transformations observed in Variation 14’s second panel to compose 
Variation 15 (the opening variation of the third set) cannot be dismissed as a coincidence. 
In Variation 15, however, he selects the pairs of chords from Variation 14’s first panel 
                                               
51 Restagno, “Un’autobiografia dell’autore raccontata da Enzo Restagno,” in Donatoni, 33. 
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ordering them from the first to the last chord of each respective system of transformations. 
This creates a directional movement from left to right, implying, in Donatoni’s view, that 
the musical material now has a future and is ready to be further developed in the following 
six variations of the third set. 
 
Variation 14–System of Codes 
Preparatory Procedures: 
1. Consider the chordal section of Variation 12 the source material. 
Transformations: 
1. State all chords from Variation 12’s chordal section in their original register. 
Maintain the overall rhythmic structure of Variation 12’s chordal section; however, 
state each chord as a thirty-second-note chord and use rests to fill the remaining 
length (Figure 3.44). 
 
Figure 3.44: Transformation of Variation 12’s chordal section into the first chordal 
group of Variation 14. 
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2. State Variation 12’s chordal section again, manipulating the pitch content of each 
chord using the following transformation procedures. 
a. Consider the interval between the highest note of the chord and the one 
immediately below it. Add a new note to the chord by applying the same 
interval, starting from the lowest note of the chord (Figure 3.45). 
b. Remove the highest note of the chord, and then state all the other notes by 
writing the top two notes in the upper staff and the lower two notes in the bottom 
staff (Figure 3.45). 
Figure 3.45 illustrates the transformations described in Step 2: 
 
Figure 3.45: Process of manipulating the pitch content of each chord as described in 
Step 2. 
 
3. State three additional chordal sections by applying the system of transformations 
described in Step 2, using the previous chordal group as the source material for 
each transformation. The chords of the last chordal group will not have any notes 
in common with the respective chords of Step 1’s chordal statement. 
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4. Once the transformation described in Step 3 is complete, apply a new system of 
transformations using the musical content created in Steps 1, 2, and 3 as the source 
material. State all the chords in reverse order, maintaining the rhythmic pattern and 
succession of notes and rests. When stating each chord, transform its pitch content 
by applying a vertical inversion technique. To select the new notes, apply the 
intervals that each note of the original chord forms with pitch A♯3 in the opposite 
direction, starting from pitch B3 (Figure 3.46). 
 
Figure 3.46: Ending of the transformation process described in Step 3 and beginning 
of the manipulation explained in Step 4. 
 
5. Once the transformation described in the Step 4 is completed, apply a new system 
of transformations using the musical content created in Steps 1, 2, 3, and 4 as the 
  
80 
source material. This analysis refers to the chords created by the system of 
transformations described in Steps 1, 2, and 3 as group one and the chords created 
by Step 4’s manipulations as group two. Group one includes the first thirty chords 
of Variation 13, while group two features chords thirty-one to sixty. State short runs 
of slurred thirty-second notes following the rules listed below. 
a. Pair the chords of group one with those of group two as follows: pair the last 
chord of group one with the last chord of group two, the penultimate chord of 
group one with the penultimate chord of group two, et cetera. Maintain the pitch 
content of each group of chords in the same register in which they are featured 
in group one and group two. State each group of paired chords as individual 
runs of slurred thirty-second notes (Figure 3.47). 
b. If the last note of a thirty-second-note run has the same pitch class as the first 
note of the following run, pair those two notes into a dyad (Figure 3.47). 
Figure 3.47 illustrates the transformations described in Step 4: 
 
Figure 3.47: Ending of the transformation process described in Step 4 and beginning 
of the manipulation explained in Step 5. 
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Special Procedures: 
1. Mark all chords with an accent and staccato. 
2. Mark the whole variation fff. 
3. Mark the dyads created in Step 5 sf. 
4. Apply the metronome marking of 110 bpm, in which the quarter note gets the beat, 
to the musical content of Steps 1, 2, 3, and 4. 
5. Apply the metronome marking of 121 bpm, in which the quarter note gets the beat, 
to the musical content of Step 5.  
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CHAPTER FOUR: 
Performance and Interpretation  
 
The purpose of this chapter is to shed light on the pianistic and interpretative 
challenges found in the Françoise Variationen. It presents a commentary on performance 
practice and concert programming choices, and includes observations shared by concert 
pianist Dr. Jeffrey Swann in an interview conducted by the author on March 16, 2019.52 
Dr. Swann is a champion of the Françoise Variationen. He was the first to perform the 
piece in its entirety, at Teatro La Scala (Milan, Italy) on November 7, 2011. The concert 
was organized by Festival Milano Musica and broadcast live by RAI Radio 3.53 Since then, 
Dr. Swann has given three other complete performances of the Françoise Variationen. He 
has also included a selection of sets in several concerts presented in both Europe and the 
United States. 
 
Programming and Performing the Françoise Variationen 
 The first decision a pianist needs to make when learning the Françoise Variationen 
is related to the structure of the piece. The interpreter has to decide whether each variation 
or set should be treated as an independent piece, allowing for a performance of only 
selected variations or sets, or if the work should be presented in its entirety. As discussed 
                                               
52 All of Dr. Swann’s quotations and references used in this chapter are based on a phone 
interview conducted by the author on March 16, 2019. A complete transcript of the 
interview is featured in the Appendix of this dissertation. 
53 RAI Radio 3 is an Italian radio channel that specializes in culture and classical music. It 
is operated by the state-owned public broadcasting organization RAI. 
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in Chapter Two, the composition of the Françoise Variationen spans the years 1983–1996. 
Donatoni did not work continuously on the variations during those years; he took 
compositional breaks from this endeavor, publishing each set as an individual collection of 
seven pieces. This fact provides a convincing argument for considering each set as a stand-
alone piece. Nevertheless, the numbering of the variations strengthens the case for 
performing the Françoise Variationen as a single work composed of seven sets of seven 
variations each. Donatoni does not restart the numbering of the variations at the beginning 
of each set but orders them in a continuous succession of variations from one to forty-nine. 
Donatoni addressed this matter in an interview in 1990, clarifying his conception 
of the piece and his intentions for how it should be performed: “Each set is independent 
and interchangeable at the pianist’s discretion, according to the breadth they intend to give 
to the performance.”54 He later added that pianists should not alter in any way the order of 
the variations in each set. It is important to note that, at the time of this interview, Donatoni 
had only completed five sets of variations, and it is not clear whether he had plans to 
compose more.  
Dr. Swann stresses the importance of performing full sets, saying that, ultimately, 
the performer has the choice of either programming all seven sets or just a selection of 
them. When performing the entire Françoise Variationen, Dr. Swann advises against 
changing the order of the sets, since the appeal of a complete performance transcends the 
compositional interest per se. He further explains that the Françoise Variationen, which 
were composed over a period of thirteen years, are a unique work in Donatoni’s musical 
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output. A complete performance of this piece offers a unique panorama of the changes in 
Donatoni’s compositional style. Even though his performances of the whole piece have 
been positively received by audiences, Dr. Swann is not sure the piece is best served when 
performed in its entirety. He suggests that a performance of selected sets would be closer 
to Donatoni’s original intent for the piece. Dr. Swann concludes that, when not performing 
the full seven sets, he would include in the concert at least two sets; number one and number 
four are his top choices. 
 
Interpretation, Pianistic Challenges, and Performance Practice 
 Each variation of the Françoise Variationen lasts approximately thirty to sixty 
seconds. The first five sets are distinguished by their dense structure, with fast music 
organized into rapid successions of thirty-second notes and chords interspersed with brief 
rests. The last two sets contrast with the music featured in the previous sets, presenting 
instead sparse music and longer rests. The variations, in essence, present endless and brief 
transformations of an original idea. Dr. Swann eloquently characterizes the Françoise 
Variationen as follows:  
I feel that the best analogy for the Françoise Variationen would be like a 
kaleidoscope that had certain images put in, and each piece was a certain 
setting of the kaleidoscope. And then, for the next set, you would have to 
reset the kaleidoscope again. So, they have a different sort of look, but it is 
still basically the same.55  
 
 Therefore, all variations, even though they share some similarity with each other, 
are distinct in character. Dr. Swann remarks that the performer has not only the duty of 
                                               
55 Jeffrey Swann, phone interview with the author, March 16, 2019. 
  
85 
being as faithful to the text as possible, but also the responsibility to find something specific 
and unique about each variation, differentiating them in terms of color, timbre, and overall 
impression. Discussing his own interpretation of the work, Dr. Swann says his main 
intention was twofold. The first goal was of a coloristic nature:  
I was very intent upon trying to translate each single variation, not just each 
set, but each single one of the forty-nine variations into a specific coloristic 
world, a world of timbre. I tried as much as possible to define that to myself 
and to project it in my playing, so that the listener would have a strong and 
almost immediate response to each variation.56 
 
The second goal was more closely related to the pitch content of each variation. Dr. 
Swann highlights the importance Donatoni gives to each note and the intervallic 
relationship between pitches. He compares the music of Donatoni to that of another famous 
Italian composer, Salvatore Sciarrino, describing the music of both composers as coloristic. 
Dr. Swann, however, points out how much more relevant the intervallic relationships and 
pitch content are in Donatoni. He says: 
I found in Donatoni, more and more of the actual interest, and let’s say 
beauty, lies in the actual notes, in the actual pitches, or better, in the 
relationships between the pitches. My intent was also, I would say, to make 
each note as meaningful as possible. In other words, to render the music as 
un-mechanical as possible, and to bring out all the possible—not just 
coloristic, which was my initial approach, but also melodic—let’s call it 
melodic interest.57 
 
 The variations are filled with pianistic challenges. Donatoni appears to explore a 
distinct articulation or pianistic technique in each variation, almost giving them the quality 
of études. Moreover, some of the technical challenges presented in the piece are uncommon 
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in the arsenal of a traditionally trained pianist, which, combined with the frequent, sudden 
changes of dynamics and the fast tempo, makes some variations extremely difficult to play. 
Dr. Swann agrees with these observations and says: 
Take for example Variation 36, the first one of the sixth set. That is 
extremely hard, and then the tempo is just insanity. It is really, really hard. 
But frankly that is hard in the traditional pianistic way. It’s not unique … 
whereas some of the difficulties, like in some of the variations with the trills, 
or the fast changes of the trills in the middle of chords, the fast changes of 
dynamics, things like that are things which you really have to figure out 
what to do. There is no real precedent. And actually already, I can tell you, 
among the very first variations there are some very, very hard ones. 
Consider variation number four. One is not used to playing very fast scales 
in minor sevenths in the left hand and major sixths in the right hand. There 
is no precedent for that. And then, number six with the trills, with the 
mordents. And again, in his tempo, it would completely make no sense at 
all.58 
 
 Each variation features a metronome marking. The numbers used to indicate the 
metronome markings of the first sets are, as discussed in Chapter Three, very unusual and 
uncommon in the pianistic literature. Donatoni uses metronome markings whose integers 
are derived in increments of eleven starting from sixty-six, with numbers ranging from 
sixty-six to one hundred and thirty-two. Donatoni’s suggested tempos are arguably almost 
unplayable. Dr. Swann concurs that often the given tempos are too fast, and he advises 
pianists to focus on maintaining the distinction between fast and slow variations, even if 
that means playing everything slightly under tempo: 
So, I want to be clear, I did not ignore the metronome markings. I ignored 
the number of the metronome markings, the actual number. What interests 
me in metronome markings, and this is true for any of the metronome 
markings given by composers and not by editors, is the relationship between 
the metronome markings of different sections, movements, or in this case 
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variations. If one variation is marked 110 and the other one is marked 121, 
I want to make sure that the 121 sounds faster, or has faster movement.59 
 
 It is interesting to note that Donatoni rarely uses pedal markings, which are found 
only in Variation 10 (both sustain pedal and una corda) and in the first two systems of 
Variation 16 (sustain pedal only). This should not, however, discourage pianists from using 
pedals, both sustain and una corda, in other variations as well. Several variations are 
marked ppp and pp, dynamics that would not be successfully achieved without the left 
pedal. Dr. Swann observes that the Françoise Variationen feature some of the softest piano 
music ever written and suggests that pianists use una corda at their own discretion. 
 Lastly, the fact that Donatoni abruptly ends the music of each variation with a 
comma leaves pianists with the question of how to clearly communicate to the audience 
the ending of one variation and the beginning of the next. Regarding this matter, Dr. Swann 
says that when performing the whole piece, he would wait approximately three to five 
seconds between variations and would rest his hands on his lap only between sets, 
providing the audience with a clear visual break. 
 
Printing and Editorial Issues in the Published Editions 
 The Françoise Variationen are published by the Italian company Ricordi. The first 
four sets are collected into a single volume, while the last three sets are available only as 
individual reproductions of Donatoni’s handwritten final manuscripts.60 Donatoni suffered 
from diabetes starting in the 1980s, and in the last decade of his life, his health rapidly 
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deteriorated. This affected his handwriting ability, making the manuscripts of the last sets 
of variations, particularly the seventh one, hard to decipher. Dr. Swann acknowledges this 
issue, saying:  
And I was shocked, I have to say, that the first four sets are available in 
printed copies whereas the last three are just printed manuscripts. It is a very 
poor manuscript, as well. […] it’s just really hard to read because he had 
Parkinson’s disease, and the writing is just really unclear.61 
 
 Donatoni himself expressed concern about the common practice among publishing 
companies of releasing copies of manuscripts without first editing them: “The publishers 
no longer release the edited scores along with recordings of the pieces; they merely 
photocopy the manuscripts, and performers hate to read from badly written parts.”62 
 Dr. Swann points out that even the first four sets of variations present several music 
notation challenges, due to the mistakes interspersed in almost all variations. He recalls: 
When I was asked to play the piece, I said, “Send me the music.” So, they 
sent me the music, and the music on it says, “For perusal only, not for 
performance.” Which is already interesting. The text was scratched out by 
hand. Along with the score, they sent me a list of mistakes, which by the 
way was absolutely a tiny part of the actual mistakes. The list they sent me 
were things like when he obviously forgets an octave, or when he forgets to 
remove an octave … or some very obvious mistakes. But there were just 
hundreds of other mistakes.63 
 
Dr. Swann recalls that the challenge of dealing with misprints became less onerous 
as he familiarized himself with the music, letting his pianist’s and composer’s intuition 
decide which notes should be modified and how:  
There is a certain level of consistency, not because of the serial organization 
of the piece, but because of the variation nature of it. Especially in this kind 
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of music, which is highly organized. The more you play it, the more you 
realize what the notes must be. I will be fine to say, “That can’t be the right 
note.” And so, there are lots of notes that I changed completely on my own, 
completely because of my own instinct as a pianist and also as a composer; 
I was a composer. By comparing with the other variations and with the 
whole style, it just seemed clear that it had to be a different note. 64 
 
 The analysis presented in Chapter Three illustrates the systematic compositional 
procedures used by Donatoni to create the musical content of the first two sets of variations, 
making the mistakes of the printed edition easily identifiable. By providing insight into the 
reasoning and meaning behind each note, the analysis allows pianists to make conscious 
and educated decisions when altering the music.  
 Listed below are a few examples of misprints that appear in the first two sets. The 
purpose of this list is not to provide a compendium of the notation issues of the printed 
edition, but rather to illustrate the types of misprints that can be found in the score—from 
wrong clefs and rhythmic issues, to wrong notes, rests, and misplaced accidentals. 
1. Wrong clefs: In last system of Variation 14’s first page, both staves should feature 
treble clefs instead of bass clefs. 
2. Wrong notes: In Variation 11’s second system, the first two notes of the third 
ascending scalar fragment should be F♯6 and G6, instead of D♯6 and E6. This is 
confirmed both by Variation 11’s system of transformations and by Variation 13’s 
process of selecting source material for the first panel. 
3. Misplaced accidentals: In Variation 6’s second system, the seventh chord featured 
in the treble clef should be F♯5, B♭6, and D6, instead of F♯5, B6, and D♭6. This is 
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confirmed both by Variation 6’s system of transformations and by Variation 7’s 
system of transformations (which uses Variation 6 as the source material). 
Variations 6 and 7 feature numerous similarly misplaced accidentals. 
4. Wrong rests: In the first system of Variation 13, the first rest featured in the lower 
staff should be a dotted-eighth-note rest (as notated in the third and fifth systems), 
instead of an eighth-note rest. 
5. Rhythmic issues: In the first system of Variation 4, all chords and scalar fragments 
should be the duration of a thirty-second note, following the homogenous rhythmic 
pattern of the whole variation. Similarly, in the first system, the two sixteenth-note 
rests featured after the first chord and before the last chord should be thirty-second-
note rests. 
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APPENDIX 
 
Interview with concert pianist Dr. Jeffrey Swann, who was the first pianist to 
perform the Françoise Variationen in its entirety, at Teatro La Scala (Milan, Italy) on 
November 7, 2011. This phone interview was conducted on March 16, 2019. 
 
Edoardo Carpenedo: Hello, Dr. Swann. Thank you for agreeing to be interviewed for my 
dissertation. I would like to start by discussing your relationship with Franco Donatoni and 
his music. Did you ever have the opportunity to meet the composer? 
  
Jeffrey Swann: Hi Edoardo. I never met Donatoni. I had of course known of him, not in 
the States, but mostly from my concertizing in Italy. And I had heard maybe two of his 
compositions; both of them were for voice and ensemble. I thought of him especially as a 
composer for voice. Whether that’s correct or not … not for piano, which is true. Actually, 
other than the Françoise Variationen, he wrote very, very little for piano. In Italy, I would 
say—not just Italy, but in Europe in general—there was suddenly a crisis in piano 
composition, because the piano had been the primary virtuoso instrument of the past; even 
in the early twentieth century and before the First [World] War, the great piano composers 
like Bartók or Prokofiev, et cetera, were also pianists. But after the war, that was no longer 
the case. There were very few composers who were pianists, and so it just became … there 
were people like Berio—I had played some Berio pieces, and of course I played the Boulez 
third Sonata. I had played it in Italy as well—I recorded it also. 
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Edoardo: Regarding the Françoise Variationen, how did you discover the piece, and what 
motivated you to perform it? 
  
Jeffrey: My performance of the Françoise Variationen came up absolutely for the concert 
at La Scala. It was the festival in Milan, which of course is always wrapped around 
contemporary music, and also to some extent around Ricordi. They asked me specifically 
if I could play the Françoise Variationen … and I said, “Well, I have to hear it.” Of course 
they couldn’t give me a performance of the whole piece, because there was none. At least 
there was none that I was aware of or that they were aware of. I had heard only parts of the 
piece, but they really wanted to have the whole piece, all forty-nine variations. I was 
interested enough that I accepted. After studying the piece, I’m not entirely convinced that 
the piece is best served by playing all forty-nine at once, but that’s… we can talk about that 
later. My initial idea for the concert at La Scala was to play Liszt in this program, but they 
for some reason also wanted Chopin. So I did a program of late Liszt pieces, Donatoni, and 
then the second half was all late Chopin: fourth Ballade, Barcarolle, and a selection of 
Mazurkas, I think. It was a big success, and I think the Donatoni was actually a success. 
But I have to say that since that performance of the whole piece—I played the whole piece 
once in Pisa, once in New York, once in Arizona—other than that, I’ve only played parts 
of the piece. I have not played the entire set again since let’s say 2012, maybe 2013. For 
instance, at the Bologna Festival a couple of years ago, I was asked specifically not to play 
the whole thing, to pick four … I think they wanted four or five groups. I might have played 
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one, two, three, four, seven, something like that, but I didn’t play the whole piece. And 
probably I will never play the whole piece again. 
  
Edoardo: May I ask why? 
  
Jeffrey: Well, that’s a very complicated question. I think it works as a whole thing, but 
I’m not sure that conceptually that’s the intention of the composer. 
  
Edoardo: In an interview with Restagno, Donatoni specifically says that the variations 
within each set should be played in order, but it is up to the pianist to decide how many 
and which sets to play. 
 
Jeffrey: Yes, look, it’s absolutely essential that you play entire sets. There are seven sets 
of seven variations. You absolutely must play full sets. It would make no sense whatsoever, 
for a lot of reasons, to play just selected pieces from within a set. So it is a question of 
whether you want to play all seven sets. If you played all seven sets, it would make no 
sense to change the order of the sets themselves. Although I’m not really convinced … I 
think, Edoardo, the interest in the order of the sets is a little different than a compositional 
interest per se. The Françoise Variationen were composed over a period of thirteen or 
fourteen years … correct? 
 
Edoardo: Yes, they were composed between 1983 and 1996. 
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Jeffrey: Great, so, they represent a stylistic panorama of the changes in Donatoni’s 
compositional style. By doing them in order, you do have the sense of the compositional 
changes in his style. On the other hand, if you play just sets one and seven, you get a 
definite change. Now, something that I completely don’t know, and none of the people that 
I talked to were able to answer, is to what extent, if any, Donatoni had an idea of what the 
later sets would be as he was composing the earlier sets. My personal feeling is that he did 
not, that it grew on its own … it was an open-ended project. 
  
Edoardo: I agree. 
  
Jeffrey: I really think it was an open-ended composition. He was clearly an ill man when 
he was writing the last set, for instance. One of the things you can see, of course, is how 
his handwriting got worse and worse. One of the real challenges of playing the last couple 
of sets is just reading them. I had to write over and over again to publishers asking them 
what their opinion was of the notes—the edition is just full of misprints anyway. 
  
Edoardo: Yes, that is quite unfortunate. 
  
Jeffrey: Even the early sets are full of misprints, but the later ones, it’s not so much the 
misprints, it’s just really hard to read because he had Parkinson’s disease, and the writing 
is just really unclear. But I wonder, let’s say that he had lived longer … the last set doesn’t 
necessarily have to be the last set. In theory he could have written more sets. 
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Edoardo: Donatoni was obsessed with the number seven. It was a highly symbolic number 
for him, and I think the fact the piece is built around the relationship of seven variations 
organized into seven sets adds a unique mystical quality to the whole work. 
  
Jeffery: Then seven times seven makes perfectly good sense. Seven is a mystical number 
in the piece and a mystical number in general. Going back to the reason I would not perform 
the entire piece again, maybe I would if it were for a unique occasion or audience, but it is 
also a matter of time. How long does a full performance take? 
  
Edoardo: About thirty-five minutes. 
  
Jeffrey: Yes, something like that—thirty-five minutes, and a tremendous amount of work! 
Many of them are extraordinarily difficult. The difficulties are in some cases almost things 
that you have to figure out from the start. They are not part of the standard pianistic 
repertoire. There are sudden changes in dynamics, an extraordinary number of tiny trills, 
things like that—you really have to work on something new. And I found the dynamics 
stuff to be especially difficult to do. That being said, by the way, I don’t think the pieces 
get more difficult as they go along. I think a lot of the most difficult ones are in some of 
the earlier sets, actually, with one or two exceptions. There’s one, a terribly difficult one, I 
think in the sixth set. Just extremely difficult. 
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Edoardo: Before discussing interpretation and pianistic challenges, I would like, if 
possible, to go back to something you mentioned earlier—the misprints. How did you 
identify them, and how did you deal with wrong notes and rests? 
  
Jeffrey: When I was asked to play the piece, I said, “Send me the music.” So, they sent me 
the music, and the music on it says, “For perusal only, not for performance.” Which is 
already interesting. The text was scratched out by hand. Along with the score, they sent me 
a list of mistakes, which by the way was absolutely a tiny part of the actual mistakes. The 
list they sent me were things like when he obviously forgets an octave, or when he forgets 
to remove an octave … or some very obvious mistakes. But there were just hundreds of 
other mistakes. They [publishers and concert organizers] were, I will say, very cooperative 
on replying to my questions. After all, they asked me to play the piece. And I was shocked, 
I have to say, that the first four sets are available in printed copies whereas the last three 
are just printed manuscripts. It is a very poor manuscript, as well. And especially in the 
seventh set, it’s so difficult to know which notes are which, because he was unable to draw 
notes small enough, making it very, very hard to read sometimes. The problem … look, I 
will say this: the difficulties of the mistakes of the manuscript, as I started performing the 
piece, as I got better, became a little less difficult and onerous, just because as you get into 
the piece, you start knowing what the notes must be. There is a certain level of consistency, 
not because of the serial organization of the piece, but because of the variation nature of it. 
Especially in this kind of music, which is highly organized. The more you play it, the more 
you realize what the notes must be. I will be fine to say, “That can’t be the right note.” And 
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so, there are lots of notes that I changed completely on my own, completely because of my 
own instinct as a pianist and also as a composer; I was a composer. By comparing with the 
other variations and with the whole style, it just seemed clear that it had to be a different 
note. 
  
Edoardo: What was your primary interest when learning the piece? Contemporary music 
is always a difficult subject. Some performers advocate being faithful to the text, while 
other pianists, following the tradition of classical music, add their own interpretation and 
personal flair to the music. 
  
Jeffrey: Right, okay. I think that my primary interest, besides trying to be as faithful to the 
text as I could, was coloristic. Well, there are two things, Edoardo. One is that I was very 
intent upon trying to translate each single variation, not just each set, but each single one 
of the forty-nine variations into a specific coloristic world, a world of timbre. I tried as 
much as possible to define that to myself and to project it in my playing, so that the listener 
would have a strong and almost immediate response to each variation. After all, the 
variations last between twenty-five seconds and maybe a minute each. Well, some of the 
later ones are longer, but that is just because they are slower. They are all very short. I did 
not want them to sound like arid, abstract music. When I first started looking at the music, 
when I first started practicing the music, I was very much reminded of the music of another 
Italian composer who is still alive today, Salvatore Sciarrino. In the case of Sciarrino, I 
find that the music is almost entirely coloristic, but his interest is not in the notes 
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themselves. Whereas I found in Donatoni, more and more of the actual interest, and let’s 
say beauty, lies in the actual notes, in the actual pitches, or better, in the relationships 
between the pitches. My intent was also, I would say, to make each note as meaningful as 
possible. In other words, to render the music as un-mechanical as possible, and to bring out 
all the possible—not just coloristic, which was my initial approach, but also melodic—let’s 
call it melodic interest. In some of the variations I think there is quite a lot of it, and in 
some of the variations there is not. But in all the variations, there’s coloristic interest. Even 
in the variations that you feel are somewhat like other variations, I think it is the duty of 
the performer to try to find something specific and unique about each variation in terms of 
the color, the timbres, the impression it makes. I did not want the listener to respond to the 
variations as some kind of intellectual game. 
  
Edoardo: What do you think about the metronome markings used by Donatoni? The 
numbers are very unusual, and the tempos are extremely fast, making it difficult to 
successfully realize Donatoni’s articulation markings and dynamic changes. 
  
Jeffrey: It is entirely impossible. I never paid attention to the metronome. When I was 
studying composition at Juilliard, my teacher was Roger Sessions, and Sessions said 
something that has always stuck with me about metronome markings. He said every 
composer that he was aware of, and he assumed it started with Beethoven, puts the 
metronome markings when they are sitting at a desk and hearing the music in their head. 
And he said if you take any piece of music at all, especially any piece of music that is 
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moderately fast, from something like Allegretto/Allegro ma non troppo up to Prestissimo, 
the music that you hear in your head, if you then try to play exactly that tempo when you 
sit at the instrument, it is always much too fast, twenty, thirty percent too fast. And so the 
phenomenon, I think, is that Donatoni sat at his desk and said, “Oh, the first one is about 
120.” So, he writes 120, but 120 actually is totally impossible. So, I want to be clear, I did 
not ignore the metronome markings. I ignored the number of the metronome markings, the 
actual number. What interests me in metronome markings, and this is true for any of the 
metronome markings given by composers and not by editors, is the relationship between 
the metronome markings of different sections, movements, or in this case variations. If one 
variation is marked 110 and the other one is marked 121, I want to make sure that the 121 
sounds faster, or has faster movement. 
  
Edoardo: The fast tempos are only one of the difficulties a pianist needs to face when 
playing the variations… 
  
Jeffrey: Yes, take for example Variation 36, the first one of the sixth set. That is extremely 
hard, and then the tempo is just insanity. It is really, really hard. But frankly that is hard in 
the traditional pianistic way. It’s not unique … whereas some of the difficulties, like in 
some of the variations with the trills, or the fast changes of the trills in the middle of chords, 
the fast changes of dynamics, things like that are things which you really have to figure out 
what to do. There is no real precedent. And actually already, I can tell you, among the very 
first variations there are some very, very hard ones. Consider variation number four. One 
  
100 
is not used to playing very fast scales in minor sevenths in the left hand and major sixths 
in the right hand. There is no precedent for that. And then, number six with the trills, with 
the mordents. And again, in his tempo, it would completely make no sense at all. Number 
seven, his tempo is interesting, but it just shows the variation is supposed to be unbelievably 
fast. 
  
Edoardo: The metronome markings could also have a symbolic meaning: all the numbers 
used by Donatoni are derived by adding eleven starting from sixty-six. They are very 
unusual numbers for metronome markings. 
  
Jeffrey: Yes, I think that is right. Like in Variation 9. The metronome marking is 99. This 
variation is beautiful, I love it actually, but I had to force myself to practice it because it 
was so incredibly uncomfortable. Your hands are constantly right on top of each other. 
This variation, by the way, probably struck me as perhaps the most un-pianistic … how 
can you play trills … do you see what I mean? 
  
Edoardo: Absolutely. 
  
Jeffrey: Do you have the variations in front of you? Look at the following one, Variation 
10. I would like to point something out, which I would have to say is almost an example 
of naiveté on the part of Donatoni. If you look at the beginning, it is marked una corda. 
Now, I am sure that a hundred pianists in the history of music will probably never play the 
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Françoise Variationen. But if a hundred pianists did play the Françoise Variationen, one 
hundred out of one hundred would play the first variation una corda, and many other ones. 
One of the characteristics of the Françoise Variationen is the number of pieces which are 
extraordinarily soft. I mean extraordinarily soft. The Françoise Variationen have some of 
the softest music ever written for piano. There are some loud ones too, but there is a lot of 
extremely soft music. Now, this is the first time he writes una corda, and he actually notates 
it in kind of a bizarre way. It’s just completely naive, because it’s as if he doesn’t know 
that every pianist in the world is going to play una corda many other times before. As a 
performer he would make me think, gosh, maybe I’m not supposed to play una corda, but 
there’s just not a pianist that has ever lived or whoever will live who would try to play, for 
instance, the first variation without una corda, and many, many other variations. It’s just 
not practical. So again, you talk about symbolic, I think even the una corda is symbolic on 
the page. And I think a lot of this stuff is sort of symbolic. It might have even personal 
meaning, private meaning. 
  
Edoardo: Speaking of symbolism, what do you think about the way Donatoni divides the 
music between the upper and lower staves. Do you think it is an indication for the pianist, 
or does it have more of a symbolic value? Did you follow Donatoni’s suggestion on how 
to divide the music between the two hands? 
  
Jeffrey: Not in the slightest. I just did what was convenient. Composers in general, they 
just put things where they feel. If you look even in the first variation: in the first variation, 
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he very carefully draws strange slurs. But I think that has to do with groupings. There is 
one more thing I would like to mention. While I was playing it [the Françoise Variationen], 
practicing it, I was very aware of them as variations. But variations in this sense … you 
know what a kaleidoscope is? 
  
Edoardo: Yes. 
  
Jeffrey: Good. I feel that the best analogy for the Françoise Variationen would be like a 
kaleidoscope that had certain images put in, and each piece was a certain setting of the 
kaleidoscope. And then, for the next set, you would have to reset the kaleidoscope again. 
So, they have a different sort of look, but it is still basically the same. 
  
Edoardo: That is a very fitting and interesting analogy. Did your interpretation or 
conception of the piece change after performing it at La Scala in Milan? 
  
Jeffrey: No, no. It changed while I was learning the piece. After I performed all of the sets, 
all forty-nine variations, at La Scala, I recognized that probably it would be more effective 
not to play all seven sets at once. 
  
Edoardo: Would you consider performing just one set? If so, which one would you 
choose? 
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Jeffrey: The least amount I would ever play in public would be, let’s say, two sets. My 
favorite set is number four … and I would never perform the Françoise Variationen 
without playing the first set. 
  
Edoardo: I would like to briefly go back to your concert at La Scala in November of 2011. 
I know your concert programs are always carefully crafted, and I was wondering if you 
could share with me how you chose the repertoire for this particular concert. You 
mentioned earlier the Chopin pieces were suggested by the organizers of the concert. May 
I ask what the inspiration was for the Liszt pieces? [Bagatelle sans tonalité, Aux cyprès de 
la Villa d’Este: Thrénodie, and Les jeux d’eau à la Villa d’Este] 
  
Jeffrey: Yes, you can. It does not have to do with some deep spiritual relationship between 
Liszt and Donatoni. No, it is because late Liszt is typically very sparse, and I like the 
contrast of texture with Donatoni’s variations, which feature extremely fast and moving 
notes all the time. At least in the first five sets. 
  
Edoardo: I think it is also very nice to have music in different styles and from different 
periods in the same program.  
 
Jeffrey: Yes, frankly, in my opinion, the way the audience is best served to hear a piece 
like Donatoni’s, or for that matter Boulez, is with works from the standard repertoire. I 
would have to say that in Italy, but also in the States, modern music was very often 
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considered to be sort of a genus in itself. And I think that is an enormous disservice. And 
indeed, I think this was one of the reasons why, up until the last fifteen or twenty years, the 
mainstream performers played almost no contemporary music at all. 
  
Edoardo: I noticed you are using all the verbs in their past tense. Do you imply the 
perception and programming of contemporary music is changing? 
  
Jeffrey: Yes, part of it is because of the kind of music people write today. First thing, I 
think that the big problem in the past was that so few performers had contact with active 
composers, with the exception of a composer like Samuel Barber who had strong contacts 
with John Browning and Vladimir Horowitz and the like. Other than that, you had very 
few situations where there were great performers who were involved with composers, 
whereas previously had always been that way. But today it is a little bit more that way. A 
lot of composers, especially here in America but also in Europe with Ligeti, write much 
more accessible music. Let’s face it; for instance, let’s just take a single example. The 
Ligeti études are performed more than any other compositions written by any other 
composer since 1960. It is not that they are better pieces necessarily, but they are much 
more performer-friendly just for starters. 
 
Edoardo: Dr. Swann, I have one last question regarding the performance of the Françoise 
Variationen. Donatoni writes commas at the end of each variation, using double bars only 
for the last variation of each set. Did you take breaks between each of the variations and 
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sets? Or did you make any movements to visually alert the audience to the end of each 
variation? 
  
Jeffrey: Yes, I took certain breaks. That was a conscious decision on my part. He writes 
commas between each of the variations. So I did not play anything attacca, although there 
are a couple of times when you are tempted to actually play attacca because it works well. 
I tried to keep it to between, let’s say, three and five seconds between each variation in a 
set. Between each set, I took my hands off the piano and put them on my lap. I don’t know 
how long I spent, but I spent enough time to have my hands on my lap. In other words, I 
made a clear visual break. I did not take five minutes, or get up and drink water, or anything 
like that, also partly because I didn’t want to break the concentration, my own 
concentration, too much, but I tried to make a very distinct, very clear difference between 
the separation of the variations and then the separation between the sets. 
  
Edoardo: Thank you so much for sharing your insight with me, Dr. Swann. It has been a 
pleasure talking to you.  
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